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H°W PE/AEMBEp,CHiLPPEf4 < IF You HEAf^ GuNFlPE, 
DWToTte 5TPEET UKeV/e DISCUSSED IN C1VIC5 CLASS.'' 



© Tony Auth, The Philadelphia Inquirer. Used with permission of the artist, prize-winning cartoonist of The Philadelphia 
Inquirer. (July 26, 1988, p. 8A) H 

Chilrf.en at risk have a great deal to think about both inside school and beyond it. More than any other segment of 
American society, they need all the higher-order thinking ability that can be developed. (Ed.) 
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IN THE SHADOW OF SYBIL 
AND PYGMALION: A PREFACE 



We live in an age when to be young and to be indifferent can no longer be 
synonymous. We must prepare for the coming hour. The claims of the Future 
are represented by suffering millions; and the Youth of a Nation are the 
trustees of Posterity. 

—Benjamin Disraeli, Sybil 

You see, really and truly, apart from the things anyone can pick up (the 
dressing and the proper way of speaking, and so on), the difference between 
a lady and a flower girl is not how she behaves, but how she's treated. 

—Bernard Shaw, Pygmalion 

Once there were two men who wrote lovingly but critically about 
their resident country, England. One man, destined to become the 
nation's prime minister, worried about the great gap that existed 
between the rich and the poor in a newly industrialized society. His 
book, which he titled Sybil, was a study of haves and have-nots. The 
second author was a playwright and social critic. In the drama 
Pygmalion, which he crafted for the most sophisticated theatre since that 
of the ancient Greeks, he studied the language of and interaction 
between the rich and the poor, between the "two nations" of the prime 
minister's novel. His play recalled the legendary sculptor who carved an 
exquisite ivory statue and who, with the aid of a Greek goddess, 
breathed life into his beautiful creation. 

Teaching thinking and at-risk students in the United States today 
may seem to raise issues far removed from the problems of England over 
a century ago. Yet the dilemmas presented in Sybil and Pygmalion may 
not be so different from the educational problems of a society on the 
threshold of a postindustrial economic age. The gap between the rich 
and the poor, not only in material terms but also intellectually, may be 
greater now than when Disraeli, feared for Victoria's England. Similarly, 
in an era of school reform and change, the expectations set for students 
who must prepare to live in a competitive and interdependent world 
may require an educational transformation no less miraculous than the 
metamorphosis Shaw saw possible in the relationship between Henry 
Higgins and Eliza Doolittle. 

At the heart of these comparative situations is the power of thinking. 
Two men of English Letters saw the relevance of good thinking to one's 
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behavior. as well as to one's place in society. In America today, learning 
to think critically by completing a formal education may be a prerequi- 
site for both success and survival in life. The major question to be 
answered is, How do we provide a quality education for all our citizens, 
including those whose risk of failure is greatest, whose talents must be 
challenged and realized in the few short years of childhood and 
adolescence? 

P^cent literature on improved schooling makes numerous references 
to the notion that teaching thinking— with an emphasis on higher-order 
cognitive skill development— ought to be an educational goal for all 
America's school-aged students (Costa 1985; Sleeter and Grant 1986; 
Cuban 1987). For reasons rooted in international economic competition, 
global technological development, and changing demographic circum- 
stances, educators suggest every youngster needs to develop his/her 
abilities to solve problems, to examine issues and ideas critically, and to 
invent or creatively design new materials and solutions. It seems what 
was on<;e the province of the gifted and talented, or at least of the 
academic select, has become a necessity for the entire school generation 
facing the twenty-first century (Task Force on Education for Economic 
Growth 1983; Children's Defense Fund 1987; Comer 1987). 

There is a great discrepancy betv/een this new goal for schooling and 
current practice in America's classrooms. Many recent reports calling for 
educational reform suggest the gap between rhetoric and reality is 
enormous (Sizer 1984; Tech 1984). Few deny what ought to be the 
realized dream of schooling in a democratic republic; but lessons of 
history suggest we have been here before and not always with great 
success. What does it mean to teach intellectual development to a school 
population whose dropout rate exceeds 30 or 40 percent, or even 60 or 
70 percent (Levin 1987; Wehlage, Rutter, and Turnbaugh 1987; 
Rumberger 1987)? How do American educators approach groups of 
students who have been treated as outcasts for over a century (Ogbu 
1986; Scott-Jones and Clark 1986) or who cannot speak the majority 
population's language (Duran 1985; Cummins 1986), let alone share 
many of its values or experiences? Examination and discussion of these 
issues are the focus of this study. The theoretical and practical bases of 
teaching thinking, including higher-order cognitive processes, to so- 
called "at-risk" students are explored and clarified, so that more specific 
steps can be taken to translate this new goal into educational reality in 
the near future. What has already been attempted in interventions with 
similar students will also be examined. 

The initial chapters are an effort to begin to understand the 
difficulties and to clarify the problems introduced by this new thrust in 
American education. If posing the problem is an important first step in 
resolving a long-standing educational dilemma, as many suggest (Brown 
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and Walter 1983; Frederiksen 1984), then the task at hand is significant. 
Education problems are often not well structured; by developing a 
clearer vision, we may make such a complex issue as the cognitive 
development of at-risk students more accessible and provide some 
avenues for interested parties to pursue. There is no issue more critical 
to address in current American education. 

The literature on low-achieving students in American schools forms a 
massive collection. Similarly, the documents on cognitive instruction and 
the teaching of thinking comprise a very large body of information 
gathered from more than half a century of theory, research, and practice 
in schooling. In order to focus on the most significant material, we 
formulated several questions which guided the research conducted in 
conjunction with this study: 

• What are the larger issues that make teaching thinking a concern of 
current school reformers and of educators of disadvantaged youths? 

• Who are the at-risk students in America's schools? Is this a new 
problem for our country, or is it a long-standing one that is 
experiencing recent significant developments? 

• What do we need to know about at-risk students' cognitive, as well 
as their social and emotional, development and how that influences 
their achievement in school? 

• How does research on teaching thinking and problem solving 
inform our understanding of at-risk learners? 

• What issues are raised when we seek to teach thinking to at-risk 
populations? What concerns are raised for the preparation of 
teachers? 

• What are the implications for instructional and curricular policy 
and practice in developing the thinking skills of at-risk youth? 

The discussions that follow begin to answer these questions. The 
contributions of various educators seek to elaborate on the multiple 
issues raised and to explore solutions to one of the nation's most serious 
problems. 

— Barbara Z. Presseisen 
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1. FOCUS ON THE AT-RISK LEARNER: 
AN INTRODUCTION 

by Barbara Z. Presseisen 



Why have at-risk learners become a central concern of American 
education, and how does the learning or nonleaming of such students 
relate to the task of teaching thinking in our schools? The reform 
movement in education that characterizes the 1980s has come to grapple 
with such significant issues. At the heart are the basic challenge to 
educate youth to live in a democratic society and the need to understand 
how all the citizens of such a society come to terms with the cognitive, 
social, and affective demands of modern living. 



In 1983 the National Commission on Excellence in Education (1983) 
issued its famous report on American education, A Nation at Risk: The 
Imperative for Educational Reform. Following its publication, many 
critiques and discussions concerning American education appeared, but 
one universal criticism of the report was its lack of sensitivity to the 
plight of minority and poor children in the nation's schools. While 
many of its recommendations for improved education seemed fitting for 
middle class students, A Nation at Risk offered few insights to help 
restructure the learning of students who dropped out of schooling. In 
addition, it gave little attention to the multiple causes of failure that 
seemed to stymie the learning careers of students who remained in 
school in many of the nation's largest communities. 

We have numerous reasons for bringing the learning difficulties of at- 
risk students into focus as a primary aspect of reform in our nation's 
schools. Our realization of the change occurring in American demogra- 
phy is one of the prime motivators. Hodgkinson's (1985) major study 
alerted the country to the growing diversity of its population and the 
impossibility of serving the broad socioeconomic range of the nation's 
citizenry through simplistic policies. Hodgkinson stressed the increased 
number of children entering school from poverty households, from 
single-parent homes, and from minority backgrounds. He emphasized 
the need to coordinate the abilities of the nation's youth with the kinds 
of employment likely to be in demand in an increasingly technological 
economy. His study raised the question of whether American education 
is geared to preparing students for the interdependent and complex 
tasks associated with the world of the next century. 
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Contemporary studies of technological change also emphasize that 
students need to master higher-level skills in their pursuit of education 
and employment. A recent governmental study (Snider 1988) projects 
that the proportion of jobs held by college-educated workers will grow 
substantially in the next decade. The report also suggests that improved 
efficiency and flexibility among employees need to be mashed by the 
development of their creative capacities as well. The ability to use 
information anid the skill to make decisions and solve problems arc the 
heart of a comp itcr-bascd economy, which some researchers (Zuboff 
1988) sec as transforming the American workplace. If at-iisk students are 
to be part of this major transformation, they, too, must become skiilcd 
in the higher mental processes underlying computation. Traditionally 
conceived basic skills as the goal of universal education are just not 
enough. Educational reformers have learned that the mastery of essential 
skills— which enables every student to learn more Formal operations— is 
a much more appropriate national educational objective. 

The quest for achievement, another concern central to the reform 
movement, is of major consequence to at-risk students. Much of the 
impetus behind current reforms stems from the nation's disappointment 
with student performance on standardized national tests such as the 
Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the National Assessment of Educa- 
tional Progress (NAEP) (Vobcjda 1988). At the international level, 
assessments of students from the major industrialized nation in subject 
areas such as mathematics and science have, unfortur .cly, shown 
American performance to be similarly lacking. Coupled with the 
nation's anxiety in the face of global economic competition, the 
nonachicvcmcnt of at-risk learners seems a double threat. 

Most at-risk students have little experience with national or interna- 
tional test batteries. Macroff (1988) suggests "many urban minority 
students have not the slightest clue of what 1 takes to attain academic 
goals" (p. 635). Current research on achieve *cnt in big city systems 
indicates that the record of student pcrformaa is dismal, particularly 
when combined with dropout statistics. Moore and Davenport (1988) 
studied one class from a Chicago high school; they found that after 
graduation, 53 r ^rccnt of the original class lacked the basic high school 
credentials and failed to achieve the minimal skills needed to obtain 
most jobs with a future (p. 2). Unfortunately, they also found that there 
is reason to believe that such poor performance is the usual rather than 
the exceptional occurrence among the graduates of many urban high 
schools. 

All is not lost regarding change in urban schools. Two areas indicate 
reform-inspired innovation has influenced the lives of many at-risk 
students. Oakcs (1987) reports that five types of change have actually 
been widely implemented in urban districts, even though these changes 
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may be in contest with potential new difficulties caused by such 
implementation (see Table 1). Changes in the ways American educators 
conceive of intelligence and learning also have influenced many class- 



Table 1. 

Improvement Strategies: Promise and Problems 



Strategy 


Potential Benefits 




Potential Difficulties 


Effective 


• Focus on schools and 


• 


Overregulation 


schools/ 


classrooms as a source 


• 


Narrow curricula and 


curricula/ 


of improvement 




instruction 


teaching 


• Possible empowerment 


• 


Failure to address stu- 




or local scnoois, ieacn- 




□ems special neeus 




e's, administrators, etc. 








• More rigorous curricula 








and better instruction 






Alternative 


• Provide models of effec- 




Research only small seg- 


delivery 


tivs Droorams 




ment of students 


systems 


• Provide staff autonomy; 


• 


"Creaming" effects 




program flexibility 


• 


Compromise desegre- 




• Build home/school 




gation efforts 




connections 


• 


Focus efforts on dam- 




• Richer and more rigor- 




age control" 




ous curricula 








• Increased 








desegregation 






Early 


• Prevent or i educe later 


• 


Create developmental^ 


childhood 


need for remediotion 




inappropriate programs 


Droarams 


• Provide needed 








childcare 






oUGIdl 


• PrfM/iHo nooHoH health 




1 Villi HO lllcllcuUVc oOllUUl 


supports 


and family services 




practices 




• Reduce dropout rates 


• 


Alifc nate community 


Partnerships 


• Provide additional ser- 


• 


Lack firm basis for 




vices and resources 




continuation 




• Provide technical 


• 


Reinforce traditional 




assistance 




practices 




• Provide students with 








incentives 








• Create new links be- 








tween schools and 








communities 








• Provide political support 








for schools 







Reprinted from Table S.1 (page viii) o f J. Oakes, Improving inner-city schools: Current di- 
rections in urban district reform (JN-02), October 1 987. The RAND Corporation, 1 700 
Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Monica, CA 90406-2138. 
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rooms. Citing the research of scholars such as Sternberg and Gardner, 
many of America's teachers have come to realize that all children are 
intelligent, and that teaching and testing must become concerned with 
the kinds of learning children can master rather than with how much 
they reiterate through simple recall (Presseisen 1985). Building on these 
constructive approaches to educating at-risk students, Oakes calls for a 
number of policy changes she believes can break the cycle of school 
failure, unemployment, and social disintegration. She maintains that 
urban education needs to employ the following strategies: 

• Build, capacity at local school sites. 

• Provide school autonomy and flexibility in designing and imple- 
menting improvement plans. 

• Take a broad rather than a narrow view of curriculum and 
instruction. 

• Reorganize classroom teaching and learning to promote urban 
children's positive self-perception, effort, and school performance. 

• Provide real-life incentives for urban children to achieve at school. 

• Coordinate efforts with the self-interests of other institutions and 
agencies to provide social and economic opportunities beyond the 
reach of school. (Oakes 1987, p. ix) 

Making the teaching of thinl 'ng a cornerstone of the at-risk student's 
school experience is central to successfully implementing many of the 
strategies advocated by Oakes. Similarly, many of the restructuring 
notions and priorities called for in a recent Carnegie Foundation report 
(1988) on the renewal of urban education require honest wrangling with 
the question of the intellectual development of low-achieving children. 
Suggesting that school leaders be more responsive to teachers' ideas, 
emphasize the significance of accountability, stress the importance of 
early childhood preparation, or address the need for a coherent and 
connected core curriculum makes little sense, if an overriding objective 
for why these priorities must be* achieved is also not realized. To strive to 
help all students become independent thinkers — and understand the 
importance of their own autonomy as builders of their own knowledge 
systems— is an objective that has come to be recognized by the reform 
movement of the 1980s. Teaching thinking lies at the heart of what 
schools do best— providing a sound academic education. (Spillane 1988). 
American schools cannot solve all the ills of our complex society, but 
they absolutely must help all students develop the expertise to use their 
own minds. Such an outcome enables them to meet both the academic 
and the socioeconomic demands of modern life. 

What considerations do we need to raise if thinking is to become a 
central aspect of the education of at-risk students? We need to discuss 
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the traditional topics of education: what does teaching thinking mean to 
the building of curriculum, to the provision of effective instruction, or 
to the development of meaningful assessments? That is what the 
contributors to this volume set out to discuss. If real change is to be 
forged in the growing population of low-achieving learners, then 
American education must get beyond the politics and the rhetoric so 
often found in the literature on at-risk students. It must come to deal 
with the significant issues that influence what happens not only in 
classrooms but also- in the minds of students and teachers aiike. 

In this volume, Barbara Presseisen first examines the nature of 
American schools' at-risk population. She explores the history of the 
metaphor and then describes in greater depth the characteristics of some 
particular at-risk groups. She points out that deliberate theoretical 
understandings have played an important role in determining past 
efforts to improve American education. Three models are examined to 
determine their effectiveness in meeting the needs of at-risk learners. 
Implications drawn from research on the instruction of minority children 
are also considered. Presseisen then discusses the potential impact of 
teaching thinking to at-risk students. The significance of both cognitive 
processes and metacognitive processes to the teaching of thinking is 
examined. The concept of mediation and the role of the teacher as the 
mediator of learning, both aspects of particular importance to the 
instruction of at-risk students, are discussed. Special materials and 
specific programs for teaching thinking are presented, as are some of the 
research findings on, such programs. Finally, Presseisen considers implica- 
tions for the future. 

Richard Duran focuses his study on the poor school performance of 
minority students, and particularly on the development of classrooms as 
social environments for learning. He draws on the assisted performance 
theory as a basis for understanding the meaning of teaching, and 
particularly relates that construct to Vygotsky's zone of proximal 
development. According to Duran, gradually constructing the student's 
independence of thought and practicing the metacognitive tasks of 
modeling and internalizing particular strategies for learning are key 
aspects for all students' development—and all the more so for the at-risk 
learner. Duran discusses the implications of the assisted performance 
theory for classroom instruction and teacher preparation. He further 
discusses its implications for at-risk minority youngsters and their 
progress through the multiple tiers of educational development. 

In her chapter on restructuring the educational reform movement, 
Beau Fly Jones emphasizes strategically focused instruction as a major 
goal in improving the education of at-risk students. Grounding her 
position in the extensive research base, she cites many of the poor 
practices that have become traditional in America's classrooms — student 
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labeling, lock-step recitation, and low-level assessment instruments. She 
also analyzes why cooperative learning; reciprocal, paired, and team 
teaching techniques; and parallel instruction provide better management 
and more promising learning experiences for many students, and 
particularly for at-risk minority students. Jones 3$ks what is required to 
restructure schools and teacher education, and places curriculum reform 
at the top of her list in order to bring cognitive instruction alive in 
American, schools. She also sees university-school partnerships, as well as 
laboratory-school cooperation, as approaches necessary to change the very 
mission of education in American society. The optimism, the hope that 
there is a critical mass of public opinion bent on changing the way we 
educate lower-achieving youngsters, comes through in Jones's 
assessment. 

Trevor Sewell's study focuses on the ways American schools 2^scss 
youngsters and determine their placement and needs with regard to 
instruction and learning. Like Duran and Jones, Sewell finds that much 
needs to be changed if we are to successfully educate this growing 
student population. Sewell draws on two traditions for evaluating 
youngsters' abilities: the traditional intelligence testing model and the 
potential view of "dynamic assessment." Teaching thinking, he pro- 
poses, requires the more dynamic approach, particularly for at-risk 
minority youngsters who have different cultural, linguistic, and social 
experiences upon which to build. The great challenge, according to 
Sewell, is for the educational system to adopt the sound professional 
practices conceptualized to remediate both cognitive and educational 
deficiencies in today's youth. Some research findings that give promise 
of answering questions in this realm are beginning to appear. According 
to Sewell, it is incumbent upon school districts to pursue further 
information on teaching thinking that will guide their policymaking and 
program management, and ensure the continued progress of such 
youngsters. 

Daniel Levine reports that many commonly accepted generalizations 
can now be found in the literature on teaching thinking to at-r.$k 
students. He reviews these generalizations and stresses the importance of 
consistent and constant mediation of such students' instruction. He 
draws a more global and interrelated picture of what improved cognitive 
instruction will require of professional educators. Levine notes that 
research on implementing thinking programs in schools cannot ignore 
the literature on the change process and innovation in education. This 
leads him to speculate about issues that ought to be examined while 
developing policy on the education of at-risk students. He revisits topics 
addressed' in earlier chapters, such as basic skills, bilingual education, 
learning styles, school structure, and instructional planning, and offers a 
more general perspective on the larger problem. Levine also considers 
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some of the worries associated with teaching thinking to low-achieving 
students and hastens to warn educators eager for reform not to repeat 
the mistakes of the past by being too simplistic, failing to allow diversity 
of approaches, or neglecting ties to the world beyond the school. 

In the last chapter Jill Mirmari, Robert Swartz, and John Barell 
address the issues of teacher preparation and empowerment in teaching 
thinking to at-risk students. These authors indicate that we must 
consider much more than just curriculum, instruction, and assessment — 
the traditional topics of education — when introducing thinking into the 
school. The whole school, its climate and policies, needs to be 
considered, as do the nature of the student population and its 
aspirations for development and learning. The authors are wary of the 
proposition that teaching thinking is a remedy for all the ills of an 
educational system that has hot effectively served disadvantaged youth. 
They provide an analysis of what empowerment of teachers really means 
in the restructuring of the school and draw on this critique to suggest, 
what teacher preparation, in turn, must become. 

In an era of reform, a new perspective on education for all students 
has been proposed and an alternate approach for those most academical- 
ly at risk introduced. The contributors to this volume may help to 
generate the understandings that can make this new approach a reality 
in America's schools. Their discussions surely will cause others to think 
and reflect on circumstances in current American education. There is no 
better place to begin serious change. 



1. Did the original school reform reports address the needs of at-risk 
students? Why or why not? 

2. How is the school population in the United States changing? 

3.1s training in "basic skills" likely to prepare students adequately for 
the jobs anticipated for workers in the next decade or two? 

4. How is the teaching of higher-order thinking related to changes being 
called for in urban classrooms? 
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2. TEACHING THINKING AND AT-RISK 
STUDENTS: DEFINING A POPULATION* 



by Barbara Z. Presseisen 



At-risk is a term recently added to the glossary of American education* 
Being aware of its history helps us understand some of the theoretical 
assumptions that have been followed in developing school programs for 
our neediest youth. Who are the students considered at risk and what 
kinds of approaches have been pursued in attempts to help them? Have 
these approaches worked} On the basis of Ms research, what guidelines 
seem to be emerging today for teaching minority children? 

Before we can begin to consider the problem of reaching thinking to 
at-risk students, we must examine who these youngsters are and what we 
know about their development and learning. Similarly, our understand- 
ing about interventions to educate them in the past, as well as currently, 
sets the stage for new endeavors and innovative treatments. 



At-risk appears to be the latest semantic label American educators 
have attached to seven! groups of students who have experienced 
difficulty or, in fact, failure in their careers as learners. Historically, 
other category names have been associated with these same populations: 
culturally deprived, low-income, dropout, alienated, marginal, disen- 
franchised, impoverished, underprivileged, disadvantaged, learning dis- 
abled, low-performing, low-achieving, remedial, urban, ghetto, lan- 
guage-impaired, and so on. Obviously, each group label mirrors many 
concerns, and chances are we would have great difficulty in characteriz- 
ing a typical member of any particular group (Rumberger 1987). Most 
often, students in all these categories come from poverty-stricken 
economic backgrounds. They are more prone to social and familial 
stress, characterized by a lack of control over their lives, by a dim 
perspective in terms of their future hopes, and by a limited view of their 



*An earlier version of this chapter and Chapter 3 was presented in a position paper, 
"Teaching Thinking and At-Risk Students: Understanding the Problem," written for a 
cross-laboratory conference held in Philadelphia in November 1987. References for both 
chapters follow Chapter 3 in this volume. 
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own personal worth and self-esteem. Frequently,^ these youngsters are 
members of a minority group; they are racially, linguistically, or socially 
partitioned from the members of the mainstream or majority culture. 
They are a vulnerable underbelly of a complex, sometimes callous or 
naive society. 

"At-risk" is a metaphoric expression that appeared with increasing 
frequency in the early writings of the current educational reform 
movement (National Commission on Excellence in Education 1983; 
National Coalition .of Advocates for Students 1985; McDill, Natriello, 
and Pallas 1986). Rather than drawing on a religious orientation, as have 
many educational movements of the past — e.g., "the crusade of :the 
60s," "save the children" — at-risk connotes medical or epidemiological 
sources. The label suggests that populations of young people are being 
threatened by a systematic, external danger in the larger community. 
There is a fear that some growing menace is out of control; that a 
particular group may become infected; that unless we do something 
dramatic soon, young lives will be negatively affected for a long time, 
and the venomous impact will continue to spread. The parallels to 
substance abuse and AIDS infection seem more than coincidental. 

But there is also a positive side to the at-risk term. Through proper 
treatments or positive interventions, at-risk students can improve; they 
can achieve success. The compelling problems are rooted outside the 
learner in the institutions that serve her/him, perhaps in the society 
itself. Risk can be mitigated by knowledgeable practice and informed 
understanding. The youngsters themselves can generate potential heal- 
ing powers, if their instructors and the educational system encourage 
and facilitate their best performance. What students do heeds, to be 
separated from who students are and from the circumstances of their 
daily lives. Teachers can become mediators of educational excellence if 
they are willing to change their view of their mission— and of many 
students they teach (Whimbey and Whimbey 1975; Sternberg 1981; 
Feuerstein et al. 1985; Presseisen 1985). Teaching thinking to so-called 
at-risk youngsters is a challenge characterized by the metaphor's own 
dimensions. 

GROUPS PARTICULARLY AT RISK 

Who are America's at-risk students? They seem to be the daughters 
and sons of families whose maladies are interconnected and who fall 
prey to a host of disastrous conditions. The most visible at-risk 
population is that of dropouts, students who leave school as early as the 
law permits and without benefit of diploma or graduation. 

Two pictures of typical dropouts are presented in the research 
literature: 
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The picture we have of the at-risk student is that of a young person who 
comes from a low socioeconomic background which may include various 
forms of family stress or instability. If the young person is consistently 
discouraged by the school because he. or she receives signals about 
academic inadequacies and failures, perceives little interest or caring from 
teachers, and sees the institution's discipline system as both ineffective and 
unfair, then it is not unreasonable to expect that the student will- become 
alienated and uncommitted to getting a high school diploma. (Wehlage, 
Flutter, and Turnbaugh 1987, p. 71) 

The researchers found that a disproportionate number of dropouts were male, 
older than average for their grade level, and members of racial or ethnic 
minorities. They were likely to attend urban public schools in the South or 
West. They came from low-income— often single«parent— families; many had 
mothers who worked outside the home, who lacked formal education, and 
who had low educational expectations for their children. These young people 
had few study aids available to them at home, and their parents were not 
interested in monitoring their school or nonschool activities. They had fewer 
opportunities than their classmates for learning outside of school; their grades 
and test scores were lower; they read less, did less homework, and reported 
having more disciplinary problems in school. They also reported that they 
were unpopular with other students and alienated from schooriife. They 
tended not to take part in extracurricular activities, and they said that their jobs 
were more important to them than school. (Strother 1986, p. 326) 

Although statistics on dropouts are often collected neither under 
consistent conditions nor according to a standardized definition, some 
guidelines seem applicable to understanding the general problems of 
this populatioi across the country (Hammack 1986). Hispanic students, 
members of the fastest-growing minority in the United States, exhibit 
the highest dropout rate, followed by Blacks and whites. Black males 
have actually shown improvement over the past years in their propensity 
to finish high school (Rumberger 1987), but because the Black portion 
of the overall population is increasing, their national dropout rate 
continues to rise. Furthermore, the number of Black students applying 
to, attending, and completing higher education actually declined over 
the last several years (Hodgkinson 1985, p. 15). 

That many students in large urban districts are dropping out comes as 
no surprise. Fine (1986) reports on a New York City senior high school 
in which only 20 percent of a class ultimately graduated from that 
building. The remaining students were discharged, transferred (and 
perhaps finished at alternate sites), moved out of the state or the 
country, received GED diplomas, went into the military, enrolled in 
private schools, or were never, Jocated at all. The Black and Latino 
students of that school exhibit a host of the "nested problems' 9 
suggested by Mann (1986) as common to the urban ghetto: for example, 
little relationship between schooling and future income for a young man 
destined to be a drug dealer; competition with social and family 
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obligations for a 16-year-old girl whose Lupus-infected mother needed 
the girl to care for her at home where "nobody speaks English good." 
One student interviewed (who scored 1200 on his SAT) critically 
chastised a teacher who disallowed class discussion and appeared to 
deride each student's viewpoint whenever it was given (Fine 1986, p. 
396). Perhaps more disturbing are the reflections of many students who 
seem to accept dropping out as ever/day, humdrum thing to do, 
without immediate cause ^nd iu competition with no particular 
distraction. 

There is another group that leases without a critical analysis of schooling or 
economic benefits, and with no immediate crisis. These adolescents leave 
school because they live surrounded by unemployment and poverty, have 
experienced failure in school and have been held back at least once, feel 
terrible about themselves, and see little hope. Most of their friends are out of 
school, also without diplomas. Their words speak mostly of disappointment 
over the promises of schooling that turned out to be a lie. (Fine 1986, p. 398) 

And, lastly, there are the students literally thrown, pushed, or shamed 
out of the system by retention practices that keep some youngsters in 
ninth grade for as long as three years. All dropouts do not necessarily fit 
one .common description. 

Potential dropouts are, in fact, only the tip of the iceberg. Long 
before they turn sixteen or arrive at their sophomore year in high school, 
many at-risk youngsters have been evaluated as very underskilled in 
various content areas. Their most obvious weakness is reading difficulty. 
In a country, and a society, that emphasizes the significance of the 
written word in education, a student who is not proficient at decoding 
printed text is a first-order school failure. For a variety of reasons many 
at-risk youngsters, particularly Blacks and Hispanics, have not shared 
their classmates' success in learning to read well (Engs 1987). Even in 
the primary grades, their school performance is below standard, well 
behind that of white students in the same grades, and they never fully 
make up the difference (National Assessment of Educational Progress 
1987). In addition, the ability to generate or infer meaning from text is 
frequently associated with learning to read well and is increasingly 
considered the heart of developing literacy (Perfetti 1984; Brown 1984). 
Poor leaders fail to comprehend the meaning of much of what they 
read; they are not able to interrelate ideas suggested by the context uf 
the written material, and they rarely correct their own errors. 

Poor readers compared with good readers show little evidence when reading 
of such learning activities as skimming, looking back, and other fix-up 
strategies. They fail to monitor their comprehension deeply enough to permit 
them to detect violations of internal consistency in texts or even of just plain 
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common sense. They rarely take remedial action even if an error is dete^ed; 
in short, their comprehension-monitoring is weak to non-existent. (Brown 1984, 



If these deficiencies go uncorrected throughout a student's career, it is 
not difficult to see why that student, burdened with below-average 
reading scores, is twice as likely to drop out as are his or her classmates 
who have achieved normal or above-average reading levels. 

Elementary students whose mathematical performance is weak exhibit 
some characteristics similar to those of reading deficient youngsters. 
Russell and Ginsburg (1984) have found " their difficulties result from 
such mundane factors as immaturities of mathematical knowledge (e.g., 
bugs characteristic of younger children), inattention, poor execution of 
adequate strategies (e.g., mental addition), or lack of facility in dealing 
with large numbers" (p. 243). In addition, researchers (Gannon and 
Ginsburg 1985) have found social and emotional factors often influence 
the learning of mathematics, compounding the problems of some at-risk 
students who— because of disciplinary difficulties— find it almost impos- 
sible to master the developmental skills required by the subject matter. 
In a world increasingly influenced by applications of mathematics in 
technological employment, the at-risk student pays twice for the lack of 
school success: once when she/he fails to acquire the mathematical 
knowledge that class peers do, and again throughout the rest of her/his 
working life, when more demanding jobs will be unavailable because 
they require quantitative ability beyond what the at-risk student 
possesses. 

Youngsters are, of course, expected to acquire other content skills at 
school besides reading and mathematics. Science, social studies, fine 
arts, writing, and composition all require some ability to read or 
calculate in order to comprehend the material. The significant point is 
that continued failure to understand these important building blocks of 
the school's program haunts the academic career of nonachieving 
students, trapping them in a cycle of cumulative ignorance, and perhaps 
setting them on the path to dropping out. Because they are uninspired 
in their immature appreciation of the ideas of their culture, it is not 
surprising to find truancy often characterizes the at-risk student's 
involvement at school. And, further, the world outside the classroom 
becomes a much more enticing distraction. 

A third group of at-risk youngsters is comprised of those deemed 
"disabled" or bona fide dysfunctional in a particular way and catego- 
rized as deficient, although seemingly educable. Disabilities in children 
can result from numerous difficulties. For the purpose here of discussing 
at-risk youngsters, we will highlight two such difficulties. Youngsters 
suffering from dyslexia constitute one group, and those particularly 
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y impaired because they cannot speak English, or speak it very limitcdly, 

comprise a second so-called disabled population. 

Dyslexia is a complex neurological condition that prevents the brain 
from receiving, storing, or expressing information appropriately. One 
noted psychologist estimates that a majority of the country's illiterates 
have some degree of dyslexia (Hochman 1987, p. 14). Probably due to 
influences jn their prenatal development, learners with dyslexia agonize 
over tasks most students eventually take for granted: learning the 
alphabet, writing their own name, spelling simple words like dog. Many 
dyslcxics go through school ashamed and confused because they seem- 
ingly cannot learn things that other children can, regardless of how able 
those other children might be. Many more boys than girls arc dyslexic, 
and recent research suggests influence of the male hormone testosterone 
during the second trimester of pregnancy may account for their 
aLisrmal brain development (New York Times 1987). 

As much as 15 percent of the American population may exhibit 
symptoms of various handicapping conditions akin to dyslexia. Many at- 
risk students are diagnosed as "learning disabled," or even "retarded," 
but arc not treated for their dyslexic difficulties. Poor classroom 
behavior, low self-estimates of their own ability, and dislike of school 
commonly follow their initial unsuccessful start at learning, especially in 
reading and" language comprehension. Hochman (1987) reports that a 
recent study of the National Institute of Juvenile Justice and Delinquen- 
cy Prevention indicates that 36.5 percent of officially adjudicated 
delinquent boys were categorized as "learning disabled," and that 
many of their frustrations with schoolwork were rooted in dyslexic-based 
symptoms: poor language functioning, inability to read, stuttering or 
lisping, sliort-tcrm memory difficulty, and even lag of maturity. 

Students who do not speak standard English form another subgroup 
often included in at-risk populations. Of the numerous immigrant 
groups typically found in urban areas, Hispanic students far outnumber 
those from other non-English-speaking countries. They make up three- 
quarters of the students with limited English proficiency in American 
schools (Mezzacappa 1987b). Hispanic students generally attend school 
in America's largest cities and constitute healthy segments of those 
districts' student populations: over 30 percent in New York City, 45 
percent in Los Angeles, 52 percent in San Antonio, 32 percent in 
Miami, 31 percent in Denver, and 35 percent in Hartford (Pifer 1979; 
National Commission on Secondary Education for Hispanics 1984). 
Hispanic students have the highest dropout rate of any minority 
population, and their families often live well below the poverty line 
(Mezzacappa 1987a; Church 1985; Cooper 1987). Hispanics are expected 
to replace Blacks as the nation's largest minority popula.ion before the 
middle of the next century. 




Not being able to speak English obviously precludes students from 
being able to read or write it well. The lack of a common means of 
communication also hinders classroom interaction, especially if the 
instructor's command of Spanish is limited. Bilingual education,, cur- 
rently a controversial and political issue in the schooling of "language 
deficient" students, has been looked upon primarily as a means of 
correcting or compensating for student inadequacies. Some educational 
policymakers find the philosophy behind major programs for Hispanic 
youth has been wronghcaded and, to some degree, has even created a 
large part of the dropout problem faced today in the Latin American 
community. 

Schools, as transmitters of society's values, in a variety of ways have made a 
signal contribution to the performance rates of Hispanics— by shunting 
Spanish-speaking children from poor families into educational tracks designed 
for low achievers, by classifying them as mentally retarded or emotionally 
disturbed, by denigrating their Hispanic heritage, by giving them the message 
that they cannot, or are not expected to, succeed. In short, the public 
education system as a whole has neither welcomed Hispanic children nor 
been willing to deal with their learning problems in any effective way. (Pifer 
1979, p. 10) 

American Hispanics are a predominantly young, family-oriented, and 
highly fertile population. Demographic estimates suggest that because 
Hispanics arc the nation's fastest-growing minority, their role as an at- 
risk population presents unique problems for schools (Yankclovich, 
Skclly, and White 1984). Helping Hispanic youngsters acquire the 
intellectual skills needed to compete successfully in the American 
mainstream has a slightly different linguistic twist than docs the 
challenge of other students' learning, but the fact that they arc an at- 
risk group in need of assistance — sharing problems of poverty and poor 
performance — is nowhere denied. 

This review of who America's at-risk students arc suggests there is no 
simple way to describe this burgeoning population. According to many 
educational leaders (Olson 1987), the complex task of untangling the 
behavioral, cognitive, neurological, and social problems that plague 
nearly half the students in America's schools requires urgent and 
immediate attention. In the long run, the current school reform 
movement cannot ignore the needs of these youngsters and hope to 
succeed; neither can it pursue remedies such as higher academic 
standards, increased curricular requirements, and more stringent achieve- 
ment testing if it does not at the same time radically transform the poor 
performance of at-risk learners. Central to that transformation is 
attention to their intellectual or cognitive-developmental needs. Levin 
(1986), as well as others, sees an impending national crisis on the 
horizon of out educational future: 4 4 the emergence of a dual society 
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with a large and poorly educated underclass, massive disruption in 
higher education, reduced economic compct? eness of the nation as 
well as of individual states, and industries that arc most heavily 
impacted by these populations" (p. 13). In short, at-risk students 
represent the threat of the failure of democratic society itself, the fear 
that we arc creating, mainly in our inner-city neighborhoods, an 
ineradicable, untrained underclass plagued by a sclf-pcrpctuating 
pathology of joblessness, welfare dependency, and crime. This popula- 
tion is without a vision of the American dream. We may find it more 
comfortable to look the other way, but it is incumbent on us, as both 
educators and responsible citizens, to sec that American schools address 
the major learning problems of this complex population. We will not 
complete such a task overnight, but our need to start immediately seems 
self-evident. 

WHAT HAS BEEN DONE? WHAT HAS BEEN LEaRInED? 

Concern for the lack of educational success among disadvantaged 
youths has a long history in American society. Determining what 
practices work or actually resolve the complex problems facing at-risk 
students is not a simplc-fcat. What explanations arc current? According 
to several researchers in the field (Banks 1982; Ginsburg 1972, 1986), 
large, national efforts can be seen as historically based in at least one of 
three theoretical views. 

The first theoretical view suggests at-risk students arc unsuccessful in 
school because of their cognitive deficits; this -inability to enpage in 
conceptual learning results mainly from their genetic inheritance. Such a 
position stems from a theory that considers human intelligence an 
outcome of biological evolution, resting mainly on the existence of 
immutable general ability and based largely on studies of correlational 
data. This nativist approach, rooted in psychological research such as 
that begun by Jensen (1969, 1981, 1985, 1986) in the 1960s, proposes 
that one can expect only a minimal level of change in the cognitive 
development of lower class children— and of Black students in particu- 
lar— and concentrates efforts on intervention programs involving drill 
and practice in basic skill achievement and on some positive social 
development activities. Grouping and tracking practices, primarily 
placing low-achieving students with like peers and segregating them 
from academically more successful students, were begun in the 1960s 
and were justified according to this initial approach. A rather narrow 
conception of remediation became the chief educational goal. 

A second theoretical view, one stressing the environmental causes 
underlying poor students' cognitive deficits, was also developed in the 
1960s. Rooted in the more liberal climate of President Johnson's War on 
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Poverty program and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 
1965, one of its main thrusts is to alleviate cultural deprivation: 
Supporters maintain that lower class students do not do well in school 
because of family disorganization, poverty, minimal intellectual and 
cultural stimulation, and lack of experience in the ways of the 4 more 
educated, sophisticated community. Cultural deprivation theorists stress 
:the need for programs to compensate for these cognitive and intellectual 
deficits, and especially to open opportunities for learning and. to 
emphasize basic skills through intensive, systematic, and behaviorally 
oriented instruction (Bereiter and Englemann 1966). During the 1960s 
large, national programs implemented the cultural deprivation view. 
Head Start, Follow Through, Upward Bound, and Project Literacy were 
typical of the attempts to provide access, to learning and to apply the 
knowledge of social science to the iieeds of a program of "compensatory 
education which can prevent or overcome earlier deficiencies in the 
development of each individual" (Bloom, Davis, and Hess 1965, p. 6). 

At the same time, another thrust of the environmentalist approach is 
to stress the importance of open access and the integration of minority 
youths into the mainstream coinmunity. Through desegregation efforts, 
urban students were transported across neighborhoods and even city 
limits to higher-status, racially mixed schools. Finding their justification 
in data from the report by Coleman (1966) and in further information 
provided through the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, school districts 
launched massive busing programs in many American communities. 
These programs sought two goals: to prove that social class and racial 
identity could be constructive correlates of students' academic achieve- 
ment, and to improve the racial attitudes and human relations skills of 
minority and* majority students so that both could live more harmoni- 
ously in America's pluralistic society. 

A third theoretical view, which is at least partly in conflict with the 
first two perspectives, emerged in the early 1970s. Researchers who 
emphasize cultural pluralism maintain that educational programs for 
minorities should be based on premises different from those that 
characterized earlier approaches (Banks 1982). These bicultural or 
multicultural theorists reject both the nativist perspective and the 
cultural deficits theory as biased or misguided and, ultimately, as wrong. 



As Labov (1972) pointed out at the time, many of these studies— like those of 
Bereiter and Englemann (1966), and Deutsch (1967)— employed rigid method- 
ologies and were not based on an understanding of children in general or 
poor children in particular. It is easy to get poor children to do badly on some 
standardized test; it is much harder to employ methods sensitive to their true 
competence. Anyone who has real contact with poor children, I felt, would 
realize that much of the psychological research was insensitive, narrow 
minded, and wrong. (GinsDurg 1986, pp. 170-71) 
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In essence, cultural pluralists propose that at-risk students fail to achieve 
in school not because they come from deprived cultures, but because 
their cultures arc different from the school's culture. Most significant, 
according to this view, is the fact that American schooling has tended to 
ignore or deride students' cult"«*s and has failed to develop teaching 
techniques or instructional strategies consistent with the learning styles, 
lifestyles, and values of the particular learners. 

Many B|ack children's problems in school stem not so much from limited 
cognitive abilities as from conflicting orientations as to the conditions and 
attitudes, most appropriate for learning, as well as the difficulties involved in 
making the transition from the frames of reference and ways of behaving of 
the home to those of the school. Without conscious awareness of these 
differences, and the knowledge .necessary to use them advantageously, 
cultural conflict between white teachers' and Black students' expectations are 
inevitable. (Gay 1975, p. 30) 

Programs of the 1970s that emphasized the at-risk student's own 
cultural awareness and history were consistent with this third view of 
critical differences. Bilingual instructional programs that sought to 
build a language bridge between Hispanic and Anglo communities were 
another programmatic response consistent with the cultural difference 
position (Cardenas 1986). Even the so-called "effective schools" litera- 
ture, strongly rooted in the potential of a positive learning climate in 
successful schools, emphasized that the mutual respect the multicultural- 
ists maintain necessarily precedes the clear communication and participa- 
tory collaboration of a meaningful educational effort {Educational 
Leadership 1982; Educational Researcher 1983; Edmonds 1986). This 
third approach stresses the bridging of different worlds as the basis for 
student learning. 

Did the programs emanating from these three theoretical views 
succeed in terms of helping at-risk students? Outcomes are much more 
difficult to track than theoretical approaches. First, what exactly we 
hoped to achieve is difficult to determine. Did we want rising test scores 
or social outcomes? Did we want to prevent dropping out, reduce crime, 
or improve life skills? Did we want to advance English language skills at 
the expense of native language abilities? Did we want to prepare 
students to be better workers and, if so, for what types of jobs did we 
want to prepare them? Once we settle some of these issues, we are then 
faced with the methodological problems of finding answers in the 
overwhelming data that have been amassed by national programs over 
the past two decades. 

As might be expected , research results on programmatic effects for at- 
risk students arc somewhat controversial and frequently mixed. For 
example, a review of several interventions of Project Follow Through, 
which emphasized direct instruction, has found seemingly long-lasting 
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effects on the achievement of various groups of inner-city, youths, 
particularly in reading (Gersten and Keating 1987). However, these 
same reports reveal that the dropout rates in these populations continue 
to be persistently high, even when higher test scores indicate content 
mastery. In addition, the educational climate of many of the participat- 
ing schools seems little improved. 

It is impossible to see how segregated education is or to ignore consistently 
low teacher expectations, as well as apathy, sarcasm, and latent hostility 
present in some of the high schools. (Gersten and Keating 1987, p. 31) 

A recent study by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (Miller 1987) 
claims that desegregation plans implemented over the past two decades 
have produced the highest level of school integration to date. This 
report also indicates that integration has been accompanied by massive 
declines in white enrollment at the same schools. And, finally, the 
results of bilingual language instruction appear to be equivocal, depend- 
ing on which study is cited and on what the philosophical perspective of 
the reviewer happens to be (Mezzacappa 1987b; Crawford 1987; Gold 
1987): 

Evidence on the effects of early childhood programs developed during 
this period is also mixed. Several early examinations of Head Start have 
failed to find long-term positive outcomes; a recent three-year federal 
stydy corroborates those findings (Bridgman 1982). Longitudinal studies 
of several exemplary preschool intervention efforts that stressed cognitive 
development suggest more successful results: "improved intellectual 
performance during early childhood; better scholastic placement and 
improved scholastic achievement during the elementary school years; 
and, during adolescence, a lower rate of delinquency and higher rates of 
both graduation from high school and employment at age 19" 
(Schwcinhart and Weikart 1985, p. 547). A comprehensive school-based 
program in New Haven that emphasizes the development of social skills 
as well as academic abilities at the elementary level also seems promising 
because it not only helps the urban youngsters involved but also 
develops a staff improvement model that can be replicated in other 
buildings (Comer, Schraft, and Sparrow 1980; Brandt 1986). 

Current efforts to come to grips with the problems of educating at- 
risk students show we have learned much from each of the theoretical 
views described, as well as from the various outcomes of intervention 
programs pursued over the past two decades. But these efforts also 
indicate the problems of at-risk students have by no means been solved. 
High dropout rates persist. The segregation of many ethnic groups, 
particularly Hispanics (Report on Education Research 1987), continues to 
plague the social fabric of American society. Poverty, both economic and 
intellectual, marks the lives of many young Americans, making them 
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victims of social as well as self-inflicted crime (Wilson 1987). What 
orientation do contemporary efforts take to educate at-risk students? The 
following three models constitute representative examples of the current 
scene. 

Levin (1986, l%7) proposes "accelerated schools," a coordinated and 
comprehensive approach to educating disadvantaged students at the 
preschool and elementary levels. He maintains that remedial interven- 
tions are inadequate unless they substantially narrow the gap between 
the academic performance of disadvantaged youngsters and that of their 
more advantaged peers. To date, remedial efforts have generally failed 
to do this. Levin sees accelerated schools as transitional experiences 
"designed to bring disadvantaged.students up to grade level by the end 
of sixth grade" (Levin 1987, p. 20). 

Levin's accelerated approach includes four major components: provid- 
ing enriched preschool experiences, improving the effectiveness of the 
home learning environment, improving the effectiveness of the school in 
addressing the needs of the disadvantaged, and assisting those from 
linguistically different backgrounds to acquire skills in standard English. 
His third component, augmenting the effectiveness of the school's 
resources, seems to be the most overshadowing aspect of .the accelerated 
model because he sees the school's social-cognitive success with disad- 
vantaged students as the antidote to the most persistent cause, of 
dropping out: serious academic deficits. Included in Levin's view of 
schooling are elements of assessment used for diagnostic and program 
development purposes; a curriculum that emphasizes language, which is 
described as "reading and writing for meaning" (Levin 1987,, p. 20); 
parental involvement in schooling; extended school days with afterschool 
activities in physical education and art experiences; independent assign- 
ments; and community involvement. 

Levin emphasizes the importance of school-based decision making 
and curricular management by the teachers involved with at-risk 
youngsters. He is positive about the use of peer teaching and cooperative 
learning as significant means of "changing the organizational structure 
and incentives in the classroom" (Levin 1986, p. 27). Field experiments 
of the Levin accelerated school model opened on the West Coast in the 
fall of 1987; it remains to be seen if the students involved exhibit 
improved achievement and better self-concepts. To Levin, such "bold 
stands" are important and timely interventions for educators to take; he 
believes American society can no longer afford to neglect the needs of 
either at-risk students or their educators. To continue to create "educa- 
tional discards" marginal to mainstream education, he suggests, is to 
design our own cultural demise. 

Wehlage and his associates (Wehlage, Stone, and Lesko 1982; 
Wehlage and Rutter 1986; Wehlage, Rutter, and Turnbaugh 1987) 
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present another current model program for working with disadvantaged 
secondary students, addressing, in particular, the potential problem of 
adolescents' dropping out of school. They believe such a program needs 
to be based on goals that represent some fundamental changes in the 
way schools interact with students and in the kinds of educational 
experiences they create. Although Wehlage and his colleagues are 
obviously aware of the critical background factors that plague at-risk 
students, such as poverty and minority status, they focus on what schools 
can actually do about the. two major maladies that characterize at-risk 
students' schooling: boredom and alienation. At-risk learners are not 
challenged by their schoolwork— repetitive remediation in low-level basic 
skills fails to spark their interest or energy. Training in narrow vocational 
areas, these researchers say, suggests that the fruits of staying in school 
are less desirable than life on city streets, at least until the student drops 
out and, too late, faces the reality of being unprepared. The model 
program they advocate has two major goals: to provide school experi- 
ences that will engage secondary students' interest and participation, 
and to promote strong social bonding that leads to personal exchange 
with other students and with teachers. 

The Wehlage model can be implemented either by using the school- 
within-a-school approach or by establishing an alternative site, similar to 
Levin's special accelerated buildings. In either case, this model advocates 
small, personalized settings as a departure from the factorylike, nine- 
teenth-century units that characterize many older, large-city school 
systems. But the Wehlage model also addresses psychological-social space 
as much as physical reality. Four interrelated categories influence the 
model program: administration and organization, teacher culture, stu- 
dent culture, and curriculum. These important factors must be empha- 
sized in creating the educational experiences at-risk youths need. Most 
importantly, these educators maintain that the identity and autonomy 
concerns faced by both the teaching staff and the students are key to 
student success (Wehlage, Rutter, and Turnbaugh 1987, p. 72). 

The Wehlage model envisions the teacher of at-risk students as much 
more than a purveyor of subject matter and the school as very different 
from a storehouse of accumulated facts (Wehlage and Rutter 1986, p. 
9). Schools are where certain commitments are made about content that 
is not trivial and about processes that are significant far beyond 
academic classrooms. Students must volunteer for this program and are 
required to agree to work by a common set of rules and specific 
standards of behavior and excellence. The model stresses individualized 
instruction and promotes cooperative decision making. Students work 
actively with close supervision by a supportive teacner. Collegiality is a 
goal in the overall atmosphere of the effective school. In this model, an 
emphasis on experiential learning, too, is often tied= to real work 
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in the real world. The program must be geared to what students 
individually are able to do, and each student's feelings of success and 
accomplishment are particularly emphasized. However, only a limited 
part of the curriculum ought to be remedial (Wehlage and Rutter 1986). 

Examination of some results following implementation of the Weh- 
lage model has begun (Wehlage and Rutter 1986). Reducing school 
failure and decreasing dropout rates are the main goals of the program. 
Better preparing students for the world of work, as well as giving them 
greater feelings of self-esteem and a positive view of their control of 
their own existence, is an additional thrust of the model. The Wisconsin 
Youth Survey, an instrument developed to help assess program imple- 
mentations (Wehlage and Rutter 1986, p. 15), is now being used to 
amass data about students' personal orientations prior to programmatic 
efforts and following initial treatments. Although results are not yet 
fully analyzed, some characteristics on the Wisconsin scale have been 
found to be significant in at-risk students' development. What is more 
important, using the survey's scale may help researchers fathom the 
myriad of detail about what works and what does not in such a focused 
effort to help at-risk students. With such an instrument, researchers may 
be able to identify the aspects of a strategy that are sound and those 
that need further development. Perhaps the most elusive characteristic, 
the improvement of school climate, can be more effectively dealt with 
on the basis of the research results from Wehlage and his associates. 
Given the findings of Gersten and Keating (1987) that poor educational 
climate still persists after some interventions, this is not a trivial 
accomplishment in the education of at-risk students. 

Cummins (1986) of the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education has 
developed a third model program currently advocated to help at-risk 
learners. This model is particularly sensitive to difficulties of the at-risk 
Hispanic student, but is also applicable to minority students generally. 
Cummins addresses the cultural differences that exist between educa- 
tional institutions and the variety of students who stand outside the 
majority or mainstream population. The major thrust of his approach is 
to alter significantly the relationships between educators and minority 
students and between schools and minority communities. What is 
required, Cummins (1986) proposes, are "personal redefinitions of the 
way classroom teachers interact with children and communities they 
serve" (p. 18} He organizes his model using three kinds of power 
relations that influence schooling: classroom interactions between teacher 
and student, relationships between schools and minority communities, 
and intergroup power relations within the society as a whole. 

Cummins (1986) maintains the transformation he seeks is influenced 
by four institutional characteristics in schools that — for the sake of at-risk 
youngsters— need to be addressed: 




• To what extent are minority students' languages and cultures 
incorporated into the school program? 

• To what extent is minority community participation encouraged as 
an integral component of children's education? 

• Does the pedagogy employed in school intrinsically motivate 
students to use language actively in order to generate their own 
knowledge? 

• To what extent do professionals involved in assessment become 
advocates for minority students? (p. 21) 



He proposes that previous educational reforms, which were generally 
ineffective in alleviating the problems of at-risk students, did not reach 
their goals because they ignored these issues and, thus, could not reverse 
the circumstances responsible for minority group failure. He sees such 
conflict between majority and minority populations as characteristic of 
the negative relationships between groups of haves and have-nots all 
over the world. 

Obviously Cummins picks up on the multicultural or cultural 
pluralism theme as a viable approach for dealing with the problems of 
at-risk students in school at the end of the twentieth century. He is 
aware of demographic changes cataloged by various researchers (Hodg- 
kinson 1985). He cites the work of Ogbu (1978, 1986) and Feuerstein 
(1980), among others, as discussion bases for understanding the inherent 
conflict between a dominant group and a dominated group in any 
society. Conditions of this conflict "include limited parental access to 
economic and educational resources, ambivalence toward cultural trans- 
mission and primary language use in the home, and interactional styles 
that may not prepare students for typical teacher/student interaction 
patterns in school" (Cummins 1986, p. 22). 

Cummins then elaborates on the four issues to be faced in this 
context of conflict. Language needs to be "additive," he says, treating 
the student's bicultural-bilingual capacity as a resource for learning and 
stressing the meaningful power in the child's tongue as a cultural bridge 
to be enhanced (p. 25). He maintains that relationships encouraged 
between the school as an institution and the students' community will 
lead to positive collaboration (p. 27), and that this cooperation has a 
pronounced effect on students' success at school. In terms of pedagogy, 
Cummins stresses the need for stimulating reciprocal interaction in the 
classroom, encouraging student action and interdependence, and down- 
playing the teacher's traditional "transmission" role (p. 28). Learning 
requires genuine oral and written dialog between student and teacher, 
and this communication ideally should be integrated with curricular 
content that is no longer to be taught as isolated or fragmented subjects. 
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In short, pedagogical approaches that empower students encourage them to 
assume greater control over setting their own learning goals and to collabo- 
rate actively with each other in achieving these goals. (Cummins 1986, p. 28) 

Finally, in the area of assessment, Cummins sees at-risk students as 
largely being judged by a deficits model approach which seeks arbitrari- 
ly, on the basis of one instrument's evaluation, to label students in 
simplistic, unidiittcnsionaJ ways; evaluators have generally not attempted 
to then fathom out the intricacies of their learning difficulties and 
suggest alternate ways for drawing out their true competencies. 

Experiments are needed, says Cummins, to put these four/key factors 
into operation and to examine their effects on at-risk youngsters' 
performance. A few. such experiments have begun, but as v ith Levin's 
and Wchlage's models, few hard data are how available to attest to the 
soundness of Cummins's suggested innovations. Still, he believes the 
knowledge necessary to propose changes in the ways schools educate at- 
risk students is readily available. Obviously, teachers teaching students 
to think need to tap into this knowledge. 



The effective instruction of minority children seems to be a key 
concern in addressing the cognitive development of at-risk students in 
American schools. Past history suggests we know some of the reasons 
why instruction has not been particularly effective. "A divorce between 
critical thinking and the basic skills helps widen the gap between schools 
for the poor and schools for the affluent," says Cuban (1987, p. 17); he 
derides the "dittos, seatwork, and pre- and post-tests" that rob at-risk 
students of interesting assignments which might otherwise stimulate 
their learning. Other researchers focus on missing interaction— or the 
lack of exchange — that ought to take place in the act of teaching itself. 
Poor teaching, observes Cummins (1986), can actually enforce negative 
learning on the child, and, further, he suggests minority youngsters 
"frequently receive intensive instruction which confines them to a 
passive role and induces a form of 'learned helplessness' " (p. 27). These 
patterns, according to Boykin (1986), are emphasized by the kind of 
structural sorting practiced by schools when they form remedial or 
retardate learning groups whose self-image is one of failure and who 
develop a "cannot— will not — should not do" mentality. Boykin (1986, 
p. 76) maintains not only that the student's cognitive orientation is 
involved (I cannot. . .), but also that his/her motivational state (I will 
not. . .) and his/her value-belief system (I should not. . .) are involved. 
The road to alienation and dropping out is paved with numerous small 
stones shaped by many classroom experiences. 



TEACHING MINORITY CHILDREN 
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The schooling of student? with limited English proficiency also offers 
us some insight into the nature of poor instruction. Hakuta and his 
associate* (Hakuta 1986; Hakuta and Gould 1987) propose that prob- 
lems of reading need to be separated from difficulties with language. It 
is not the case that at-risk Spanish-speaking students cannot reason 
sufficiently; rather, their cognitive understanding of literacy is quite 
limited. Their homelives, like those of Black youngsters, are not geared 
to the printed word, and particular skills and instructional strategies are 
lacking in both English and Spanish. Laosa (1977, 1984) and De Avila 
and Duncan (1985) underline the socioeconomic and intellectual aspects 
of the Hispanic student's education. They suggest a teacher presents 
students with a cultural perspective as well as an academic orientation, 
and, both aspects require two-way communication and interaction in the 
classroom to make learning succeed. Laosa (1979) has found more 
classroom teachers were prejudiced against Hispanic youngsters' lan- 
guage than against their divergent ethnic background. In addition, 
American teachers are not generally comfortable or proficient in their 
use of a second language (Mezzacappa 1987b). 

From this extensive research and study, what seem to be the most 
informative guidelines for the successful instruction of minority chil- 
dren? Researchers on classroom instruction (Stallings 1981; Brophy and 
Good 1984; Brophy 1986, 1987) emphasize that good teachers stress 
academic objectives in setting expectations for students, and they 
carefully allocate instructional time. Such teachers use effective manage- 
ment in the classroom and pace work to keep students active and 
interested. They also adapt curricular materials to coordinate well with 
each individual student's particular learning characteristics. Brophy 
(1986) maintains that lower socioeconomic-status learners "need more 
structuring from their teachers, more active instruction and feedback, 
more redundancy, and small steps with high success rates" (p. 1073). 
This is not a departure from good instruction for all students, but 
Brophy agrees with Calfee (1987) that the central characteristic of good 
teaching is the ability to explain the lesson content to the learner— to 
explain why a strategy is useful, why certain information is important for 
problem resolution. At-risk youngsters may need a more extensive 
explanation to generate the meanings necessary for their understanding. 

Many researchers today (Lipson and Wixson 1986) view interactive 
discussion during instruction as one of the most important aspects of 
effective instruction. The major concern is not one of innate skill, but 
under what conditions the learner employs her or his knowledge and 
becomes active in the learning experience. Brown and her associates 
(Brown 1984; Palincsar and Brown 1984; Brown, Palincsar, and Purcell 
1986; Brown and Campione 1986) report on their research concerning 
the reciprocal teaching of comprehension-fostering activities in reading. 
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They conclude that at-risk youngsters have much to gain from cognitive 
training that includes scaffolding techniques " where an expert provides 
a supporting context in which students may gradually acquire skills" 
(Brown 1984, p. 9). They propose that seemingly disabled learners will 
become successful in a, classroom based on such reciprocal teaching 
.(Brown, Palincsar, and Purcell 1986). The teacher first models the 
desired comprehension skill; then student members in a working group 
gradually become jointly responsible for understanding the material and 
for helping their fellow students construct common meaning (Brown 
and Campione 1986). The importance of questioning and the role of 
students in self-directing and monitoring, performance are stressed in 
this reciprocal approach (Brown, Palincsar, and Purcell 1986, p. 106), in 
contrast to traditional practices which may have isolated poor readers 
and focused on pronunciation, decoding, and relatively low-level cogni- 
tive skills. The advocates of reciprocal teaching underline the importance 
of learning reasoning strategies within a content domain (Brown 1984), 
but they are emphatic that it is the overt and explicit delineation of 
these specific strategies, learned collegially, that will help academically 
weak students deal with the particular tasks central to learning at school. 
They suggest, in fact, that the absence of such an approach literally 
creates the stereotype of a disabled learner. Parallels of the reciprocal 
teaching model, presented in approaches such as cooperative learning 
(Slavih 1980, 1981; Johnson 1981; Dcutsch 1986), are also discussed 
extensively in the research literature. Recently, these approaches have 
been advocated for at-risk youngsters, too (Ascher 1986; Slavin, Karweit, 
and Madden 1987; Siavin 1987). 

In summary, research on at-risk students' instruction suggests that a 
complex and growing school population is not without hope for learning 
in our nation's schools. Their difficulties are riot trivial; demands for 
mastering both basic and higher-order processes in various content 
domains stand in sharp contrast to their underskilled and ill-motivated 
profiles. That schools and educators need to alter their current approach- 
es, both in motivating and in instructing these youngsters, is evident 
and supported by numerous studies and various model projects. Slavin 
(1987) sees this thrust as a major refocusing of the entire Chapter 1 
effort, the major compensatory program sponsored by the federal 
government. The significant question seems to be, Is our nation's 
educational system as a whole ready to initiate and practice what is 
already known in the research community? 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 



1. What arc the most common characteristics of those school students 
called " at risk" today? 

2. How arc issues like dropout rates and disability concerns related to 
understanding who at-risk lcarnero arc in the country's schools? 

3. What axe three different theoretical approaches that have been used 
with disadvantaged student* in school? Discuss the positive and 
negative aspects of each. 

4. Describe what research suggests are the most productive ways of 
teaching minority children in school today. 



3. THINKING SUCCESS FOR ALL 
STUDENTS: UNDERSTANDING 
THE ISSUES 

by Barbara Z. Presseisen 



The current interest in teaching thinking as a particular emphasis in 
curriculum and instruction rests on several aspects of cognitive develop- 
ment research carried out over the last quarter century. The importance of 
both cognition and metacogmtive development is one of these aspects. 
The significance of mediation and the role of the teacher as mediator of 
thinking development is another. Specific programs for teaching thinking 
include applications of these aspects; some of these programs are herein 
analyzed or their research reviewed. The particular problems of at-risk 
learners are examined in light of what seems hopeful in teaching thinking 
in more direct ways. Concerns for what must be pursued to make such an 
innovation happen are also considered* 



Proposals to make teaching thinking a focus of American education 
date back at least to Dewey (1910). Much of the psychological and 
philosophical literature of the twentieth century includes inquiries about 
how humans reason, critique, or judge the circumstances of their 
existence (Sternberg 1985b; Presseisen 1986), and Bruncr (I960) 
launched a pedagogical movement 30 years ago to incorporate such 
topics into the instructional programs of elementary and secondary 
schools. The current movement to provide cognitive instruction to all 
youngsters shares these historic roots, but the present effort is based on 
more recent research and is responsive to a much more detailed 
understanding of the ways human beings recall, use, and generate 
Information for better thinking (Chipman and Segal 1985; Jones 1986). 
What are the main emphases of the current movement to teach thinking 
to American students? What significance docs such a movement have for 
the instruction of the country's growing at-risk population? 

THE IMPORTANCE OF COGNITION AND METACOGNITION 

Jones (1986) has characterized cognitive instruction "as any effort on 
the part of the teacher or the instructional materials to help students 
process information in meaningful ways and become independent 
learners" (p. 7). A great deal of effort has been expended in recent 
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years to define and describe the particular skills of cognition. Thinking 
and learning skills, as characterized by Sternberg (1981) and cataloged in 
numerous studies (Beyer 1984; Costa 1985; Prcssciscn 1987; Marzano ct 
al M 1988) generally include a menu of core thinking operations and 
various more complex, higher-order processes like problem solving, 
conceptualizing, decision making, critical thinking, and inventive or 
creative thinking. These cognitive operations arc most often predictive of 
success at school, and many current researchers (Sternberg 1981; 
Chipman and Segal 1985) suggest these key behaviors constitute 
intelligence itself. Moreover, advocates of this movement maintain that 
such behaviors can be learned by all students, including those at risk 
(Whimbcy and Whimbcy 1975; Sternberg 1984). 

One of the major thrusts of teaching thinking involves not only 
learning cognitive skills, such as analysis, classification, and evaluation, 
but also becoming conscious of the strategics that arc appropriate in the 
particular cognitive task. Mctacognition— thinking about how you think, 
or the "ability to know what we know and what we don't know" (Costa 
1984, p. 57)— is now viewed as central to the development of skillful 
thinkers. It is not adequate to master the core thinking skills and 
complex processes per sc; the lcarning-to-lcarn strategics that enable 
students to plan, monitor, and revise their own activity for more 
productive performance arc also required for competence development 
and for the independence of the learner. Given the complex world 
students today face, Chipman and Segal (1985) suggest that the 
flexibility and competencies embedded in the techniques of learning 
how to learn may. have the most lasting influences on student 
achievement. 

To think mctacognitivcly is to be concerned with the sequence of 
cognitive tasks. Jones (1986) reports on reading research that emphasizes 
what the learner docs before, during, and after reading. Initially, 
learners should be concerned with activating prior knowledge and 
linking what is being learned to previously mastered materials. During 
the task, learners need to attend to their own activity, to monitor their 
comprehension as they try to complete the work. And, finally, they 
need to recapitulate, to review and debrief where they have been; to sec 
what they have done both in terms of the outcomes of the work and 
relative to their understanding of the consequences of their perfor- 
mance. Sternberg (1983) sees a similar sequence in the learner's building 
of executive skills in general problem solving. He proposes a nine-step 
pattern including identifying the problem; selecting processes, strategics, 
and representation; allocating resources; monitoring solutions; dealing 
with feedback; and, finally, translating activity into action planning and 
then into problem resolution. In intellectual development, mctacogni- 
tion lies at the heart of Sternberg's executive component. 
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The literature on mctacognition also stresses the importance of 
independent thinking. The learner's disposition toward being a critical 
thinker needs to be fostered as she or he learns to be mctacognitivc. 
Ennis's (1985) research on critical thinking over the past 30 years 
highlights such characteristics. Learners who arc rlcxiblc and open- 
minded, who seek alternatives, and who persist in carrying out a task 
will be more effective. Costa (1985) stresses the significance of students' 
being able to talk'frccly about potential problem solutions with their 
peers and of their having the opportunity in the classroom to develop 
new strategics and to practice them on their own. While many theorists 
emphasize the direct teaching of the . more basic cognitive skills, it may 
be that we cannot teach mctacognition directly. However, some say 
freely experiencing mctacognitivc realizations is key to acquiring the 
highef-order thinking abilities. Kamii (1984) underlines the importance 
of giving each learner autonomy, which includes the freedom to err and 
the right to be respected even when making mistakes. 

Researchers stress that mctacognitivc ability is something that grows 
and develops over time. One experience with the scientific method or an 
odd lesson or two that emphasize problem solving or information 
generation will probably not be sufficient to develop mctacognition. 
What particularly counts is the development of aa open attitude toward 
thinking, reasoning, and dealing with data. Nickcrson (1986b) notes the 
parallels between reasoning and the task of figuring out what to believe; 
the thinker must first gather all the evidence relative to an issue, then 
weigh the evidence as impartially as possible, and finally decide what 
explanation is the best or most fitting. Better thinkers develop "nu- 
anccd judgment/' says Rcsnick (1985), after they have experience with 
content and after they wrangle extensively with problems rooted in 
contextual relationships. Although thinking skills can be leai'ned in 
content-incidental and perhaps even content-free situadons, most advo- 
cates of cognitive instruction (Glascr 1984; Kuhn 1986) stress the 
importance of mastering skills embedded in specific subject disciplines. 
The methods of the particular discipline reflect the rules or criteria or 
problem solving in that domain, and such standards are not unrelated to 
the appropriate strategics one builds over time in developing mctacogni- 
tive ability. 



THE ROLE OF MEDIATION IN THE CLASSROOM 

A second major thrust in the movement to teach thinking focuses on 
the role of the teacher as a mediator of learning in the classioom. Not 
only is the teacher important because, of the need to instruct students 
directly in the core thinking skills, and perhaps in the complex or 
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higher-order processes, but also it is proposed that the teacher's 
influence on students' cognitive processing of the lessons themselves is 
highly significant. How the learning is managed, how interactive 
exchange occurs in the classroom, and how students get feedback to 
their responses all influerce the quality of mediation in instruction 
(Costa 1984). 

The teacher's role as a questioner and a respondent to questions is 
one of the most discussed aspects of classroom mediation. Wassermann 
(1987) suggests some teacher responses can inhibit or even stop a 
student's thoughtful pursuit of an issue. Teachers can ask questions that 
are so low level, they fail to, engage students' thinking and, all too 
often, teach that learning consists of simple, one-word answers to 
queries seemingly unattached to other issues or to more complex sources 
of information. Ideally, teacher questioning in the thinking classroom 
should turn students back onto their own ideas, iaise the matter being 
considered to higher levels of cognitive reflection, and suggest different 
and challenging ways of looking at the same problem. Haywpod (1986) 
suggests a series of questions and requests that teachers might use to 
enhance classroom mediation: 



1. What do you need to do next? 

2. Tel! me how you did that. 

3. What do you think would happen if ? 

4. When have you done something like this before? 

5. How would you feel if ? 

6. Yes, that's right, but how did you know it was right? 

7. When is another time you need to ? 

8. What do you think the problem is? 

9. Can you think of another way we could do this? 

10. Why is this one better than that one? 

11. How can you find out? 

12. How is different (like) ? (p. 3) 



It is interesting to note how many of these questions urge students 
indirectly to the next best metacognitive consideration. 

Co jplc, Sigel, and Saunders (1984) caution educators not to interfere 
with questions when young learners are busy doing their work; the wise 
teacher waits for appropriate times to intervene. Similarly, they suggest 
that teachers shouldn't steal a student's thunder by answering a 
c iestion before they have given the student adequate time to reply. The 
research on wait time in classroom activity confirms such a mediational 
stance. The teacher's social and affective support of the student is also 
an important aspect of mediation in the thinking classroom. Although 
the teacher is the prime interrogator during initial learning, good 
teaching of thinking occurs in a social setting, and students need to be 
brought into the interaction positively and be willing to be engaged. 
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Much of the current research on teaching thinking reflects a renewed 
interest in the work of Vygotsky, a Russian neuropsychologist, and in 
the studies of Feuerstein, an Israeli clinical psychologist, both of whom 
stress the importance of the learner's experience as influenced by 
linguistic exchange and by the intervention of the classroom teacher. 

Much of what the teacher says,- believes, and does in a classroom 
influences students' perceptions of their own abilities, their personal 
view* of themselves and their own competence, and their motivation to 
pursue the cognitive tasks at hand. Feuerstein (1981) stresses the 
importance of classroom communication patterns. Through communicat- 
ing in a variety of ways, he says, the teacher conveys three important 
aspects of mediation: intentionality, anticipation, and meaning. Inten- 
tionality engages the learner in perceiving, registering, or performing; 
anticipation takes the student beyond the immediate, to learn to deal 
with the consequences of thought and action in the future; and 
meaning gets at the heart of understanding and comprehension (Feuer- 
stein 1981, p. 97). Vygotsky (1962) speaks of the child's "zone of 
proximal development," the potential that every child possesses for 
learning based on personal experience, but that is separate from 
development itself. By carefully observing what every learner does, the 
teacher builds an index of those developmental functions students are in 
the process of completing (Portes 1985). The teacher then can become 
aware of each student's unique mental profile and anticipate what the 
overall needs of the entire class of youngsters will be in learning 
particular content or subject matter. 

Finally, mediation suggests that learners only gradually develop their 
own self-regulative behavior— that is, some learners do. Kuhn (1986) 
suggests we need to take a life-span approach to understanding changes 
in the child's thinking. As they gain experience in solving problems, as 
they begin to see patterns of strategies that are useful for working in 
particular content domains, better thinkers correct their "theories" and 
"mini-theories" and revise their interpretations of classroom work. From 
her constructivist view, Kuhn sees "cognitive development as a process 
of theory revision" (p. 508). In die long run, learning to think for all 
students is learning to self-correct or regulate, and the teacher's 
mediational role ought to contribute directly to that progression. Work 
by Resnick (1985) and Glaser (1984) on the development of expert 
systems suggests a similar position regarding learning and cognitive 
development. 

We ought to consider, too, the role of assessment and testing in the 
self-regulatory development of thinkers. Potentially, tests show what 
students don't know, as well as what they seemingly understand. As a 
result, we must raise serious concerns regarding the kinds of evaluative 
instruments used to analyze students' cognitive performance. In the 
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teaching of thinking, tests ideally ought to get to the basic understand- 
ings behind content comprehension. Jones (1986) rejects norm-refer- 
enced tests as measures of individual achievement because they fail to 
attend to the student's cognitive development and because they often 
stress only low-level thinking objectives. Rather, she suggests, we should 
employ content-referenced examinations in the teaching of thinking. 
Such instruments can evaluate what actually has been taught and 
understood, as well as better inform the teacher about what is still 
needed in classroom instruction. Obviously, testing as a mediational tool 
for learning requires that the assessments both serve the students' 
cognitive needs and inform the teacher's classroom practices. This 
requirement may be even more important for underachieving learners, 
partly because they require more diagnosis and partly because they are 
harmed more by low-level tests. 

MATERIALS AND PROGRAMS FOR TEACHING THINKING 

A third notable activity in the current movement to teach thinking is 
the development of instructional materials and programs to use in 
elementary, secondary, and even college classrooms. Unfortunately, 
finding or using such specific materials is. often the practitioner's first 
step, even before he or she has understood or examined the major 
conceptual understandings of teaching thinking (Sternberg 1987; Pres- 
seisen 1987). In this chapter we cannot begin to describe or analyze the 
wealth of thinking materials which has recently been produced, but 
discussion of the general nature of major programs and their potential 
use with at-risk students is warranted. 

Thinking-skills programs differ on many dimensions, as Nickerson 
(1984) has indicated, but all of them generally emphasize some specific 
cognitive operations which are delineated in the materials provided to a 
particular group of students. Thus, some programs emphasize a variety 
of skills — such as general reasoning, learning-to-learn skills, and prob- 
lem solving. Other programs stress critical thinking above other con- 
cerns, and still others advocate teaching creativity and expanding 
intellectual processing in a variety of modes or with specific kinds of 
materials. Costa (1985) has described a number of curricular programs in 
his useful volume Developing Minds, and readers can check there for 
developer descriptions of such programs as Strategic Reasoning, Odyssey, 
and Structure of Intellect which emphasize a variety of thinking skills; 
Philosophy for Children and Project Impact which stress critical think- 
ing; and CoRT and Instrumental Enrichment which emphasize the 
development of expansive mental processes and divergent thinking 
heuristics. These programs are very representative of the large variety of 
curricular approaches available to teach thinking. 
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Most thinking programs are based on a particular conceptual focus 
and take some position on the need for special teacher preparation to 
use the material. The developers of Philosophy for Children and 
Instrumental Enrichment, for example, require relatively extensive 
teacher preparation to instruct their programs. They have particular 
ideas about how skills are developed, what student behaviors are being 
sought, and how learning ought to be assessed (Lipman, Sharp, and 
Oscanyan 1980; Feuerstein et al. 1985; Link 1985). Other developers 
focus less on the teacher's involvement and more on the students' 
motivation to use their own cognitive abilities. CoRT requires a 
minimum of teacher preparation, but its developer seeks to involve 
students in new ways of looking at problems and imaginative schemes 
for resolving them (de Bono 1967, 1985). The developers of Tactics, 
originally the McREL Thinking Skills program (Marzano and Hutchins 
1985), take somewhat of a middle ground between the need for 
preparing teachers and the need for generating interesting examples of 
activities to show teachers how to embed important cognitive tasks into 
the content they are teaching. Some programs are not really curricular 
entities at all, but rather are approaches or strategies for relating the 
teaching of thinking to regular classroom activity and curricula, as well 
as to general planning for instruction and assessment (Worsham and 
Stockton 1985; Meyers 1986; Beyer 1987). 

This wealth of material indicates there is no ideal thinking-skills 
program; in fact, there are many approaches. These approaches differ 
according to the intentions of the author or developer, and in terms of 
what is considered the most important aspect of learning to think. 
Nearly every approach addresses the cognitive and metacognitive skills of 
learning. To various degrees, programs delineate the kinds of mediation- 
al behavior expected of the teacher, and, to a lesser extent, the role of 
assessment or testing is generally discussed. Programs differ, too, with 
regard to the populations for which they are intended, including the age 
group, the particular needs of students, and their conditions of learning. 
The user must match the needs of his/her student population to the 
appropriate instructional materials for teaching them to think. It may be 
that no commercially available program will serve a particular schooling 
situation. However, before they reach this conclusion, users need to 
develop criteria for making a program selection or plan, and let these 
standards serve as guidelines for their deliberations. Some researchers 
(Nickerson 1984; Sternberg 1985a) have considered the contents of such 
criteria; central to many of their considerations is the question of a 
particular program's effectiveness. 

Ideally, we should have clear, clean data on the various thinking-skills 
programs and their ability to accomplish what they have set out to 
achieve. Unfortunately, such unequivocal proof does not exist. Many of 
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the programs for teaching thinking have concentrated their energies on 
developing materials and guidelines for instructors; few have had the 
resources to run extensive, long-term research projects to determine the 
outcomes of implementation. However, this is not to say the research 
has not been conducted or that studies of implementations of particular 
programs are not available. 

Sternberg (1986) has reviewed the research on five well-known, 
diverse programs: Instrumental Enrichment, Philosophy for Children, 
Structure of Intellect, Problem Solving and Comprehension, and Odys- 
sey. He found the studies of these programs contained many contami- 
nating factors and lacked consistent research data. But he also found 
hopeful signs and called for more formal research on program imple- 
mentations by objective, independent, and skilled researchers. Savell, 
Twohig, and Rachford (1986) have conducted extensive studies of 
Feuerstein's Instrumental Enrichment (FIE) program, and although they 
conclude that worldwide efforts "failed to find clear FIE effects," they 
also note that "there is a subset that produced data that are striking and 
suggest that FIE may indeed be having an effect even though it is not 
clear just what that effect means" (p. 401). They found that statistically 
significant FIE /comparison group differences have been observed in a 
number of populations in at least four different countries. The outcomes 
most often reported in these studies have included effects on certain 
standard nonverbal means of intelligence, largely measures of skill in 
processing figural and spatial information. These same researchers have 
determined 12- to 18-year-olds seem to be most influenced by the FIE 
program. Sternberg (1986) reports similar findings on the Feuerstein 
program. 

Herrnstein et al. (1986) have reported on studies of Project Intelli- 
gence, the forerunner of the Odyssey program that was implemented in 
Venezuela in a Spanish language edition. They conclude "a 56-lesson 
course directed toward fundamental cognitive skills was shown to have 
sizable and beneficial effects on a sample of Venezuelan seventh graders 
from economically and educationally deprived backgrounds" (p. 1288). 
They particularly note that a new, dynamic interaction between teacher 
and students resulted from the program, and suggest that the course 
profoundly changed the classroom for both teacher and students. 

The Philosophy for Children program recently released an extensive 
review of fourteen research studies conducted at numerous sites across 
the United States over the past fifteen years (Institute for the Advance- 
ment of Philosophy for Children 1986). The report shows the program 
achieved impressive results in accomplishing its goals with a variety of 
school populations, including urban Black and Hispanic groups. Most of 
these studies used the New Jersey Test of Basic Skills as their major 
assessment instrument. Individual school districts reporting on a one- or 
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two-year implementation of the philosophy program may not yet have 
found significant score changes for students in mathematics or reading, 
as reported by standardized examinations, but some districts have 
attributed to the program decided improvement in students' abilities to 
reason and to discuss complex issues, including drug and alcohol abuse, 
as well as improved teacher performance (Shipman 1982; Martin and 
Weinstein 1984). These findings suggest how important it is that we 
understand what, objectives a thinking program proposes and follow the 
ways such objectives are pursued in the material. 

Research on Project Impact, a National Diffusion Network bona fide 
program, suggests the critical thinking orientation of the program does 
relate well to language arts and social studies instruction in the middle 
school (Zinner 1985). Mathematics teachers have also suggested this 
critical thinking approach helped underachieving students better under- 
stand the nature of mathematics problems, while other instructors have 
claimed teacher morale improved with use of the program. Project 
Impact has also had success in a Spanish language version. 

Research on the CbRJ thinking materials, although not as extensive 
as studies of the Feuerstein approach or of Philosophy for Children, has 
suggested the de Bono approach has a positive influence on some 
delinquent and violent youngsters in England, as well as validity as an 
approach for analytic discourse in an Australian science classroom (de 
Bono 1985). Edwards and Baldauf (1987) report CoRT-1 significantly 
helped students on their normal teacher-.designed, content-based aca- 
demic tests— especially in language arts and social science courses. 

In sum, impressive but not conclusive data have been amassed on the 
effectiveness of numerous thinking-skills programs and materials with & 
variety of students and in a variety of school settings, de Bono (1985) 
makes a distinction between hard data and soft results. The research 
evidence to date does not provide clear, significant, quantitative 
information based on "a large number of implementations, specific 
factors, and replicable systematic conditions," as called for by Sternberg 
and Bhana (1986, p. 67). Rather, some of the larger, more global 
objectives of the thinking programs indicate positive changes in the 
general nature of many students regarding intelligent behavior. 

. .the confidence of those who have had training in thinking, the focus of their 
thinking, the effectiveness of their thinking, their structured approach and 
breadth of consideration. Teachers often sum up these factor? as "maturity, " 
in commenting about these children who come to their classrooms after some 
training in thinking, (de Bono 1985, p. 208) 

Perhaps some real opportunities for major, quantifiable change lie 
behind such "soft" results; obviously, more research and more imple- 
mentation are needed to pursue these possibilities. What is important, 
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suggests Nickerson (1986a), is that children be given the chance through 
regular instruction to practice thinking and to model the examples their 
teachers provide in motivating, cognitive instructional lessons. What is 
also significant, it would seem, is that at-risk students must be given 
just as much opportunity to experience this type of instruction as their 
more able peers. 



THINKING, ACHIEVEMENT, AND AT-RISK STUDENTS 



Can the teaching of thinking help educators better understand the 
problems they face in addressing the challenge of improving the 
education of at-risk students? Can the experience of the cognitive 
instruction movement inform the nation's educators in working with the 
growing population of young people who fail to find success in academic 
work at school? There is much to interrelate between the two major 
areas of investigation reviewed in thr above discussions. In the end, 
several overarching issues emerge as key concerns. 

First, many American educators seem to doubt whether at-risk 
students can learn to be successful learners. Levin's (1986, 1987) and 
Wehlage's (Wehlage and Rutter 1986) special accelerated approaches 
may be efforts in the right direction, but they need to be made available 
to all at-risk students, and they need to address the question of how to 
concentrate on some particular skills, at special times of development, 
and related in specific ways to the content domains of regular schooling. 
At the heart of the issue is what kinds of achievement we expect at-risk 
youngsters to attain. Reform programs that set out to show gains mainly 
in terms of standardized tesi results may have limited success, as the 
results from many of the thinking-skills programs have indicated. 
Educators may need to explore the differences between hard and soft 
data on stuaent change, as de Bono suggests. Further, wc may need to 
define remedial learning more fully. Shouldn't we address the potential 
for learning in underachieving youngsters, as Feuerstein (1979) proposes, 
rather than merely looking at their deficits? Feuerstein presents his 
Learning Potential Assessment Device as such an innovative instrument 
to obtain better diagnostic data on youngsters with difficulties. Educa- 
tors who implement programs for at-risk learners may need to consider 
that their charges are only temporarily disabled and that better teaching 
conditions can contribute to the advancement of these youngsters. 
Children are modifiable in terms of their intelligent behavior; starting 
early in their development, as recommended by advocates of the Perry 
Preschool model (Berrueta-Clement et al. 1984), may be an important 
maneuver to avoid students' dropping out after grade nine. But equally 
important in that effort are the kinds of skills that comprise the 
overarching goals of such a program. 
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Second, the emphasis on higher-order thinking and not on "just 
basic skills' ' is a key concern in addressing the education of at-risk 
students. Keeping lesser-achieving students only in the realm of the 
basic may mean they will be dependent thinkers all their lives. Given 
the experience of the thinking-skills programs, teaching metacognitive 
behavior may be one of the most important goals to pursue in the 
education of at-risk students. These students are episodic in their 
; learning; they fail to make connections that others may see more 
spontaneously, and too often they miss the central meaningthat is key 
to learning. Thinking-skills programs and related materials have ad- 
dressed these areas, both in curricular ways and through alternative 
instruction. Educators of at-risk students should be mindful of the 
emphasis on metacognition in teaching thinking and learn about the 
successes that certain programs have had in meeting that objective. 

A third and very significant aspect that we may focus on in teaching 
thinking successfully to at-risk students is the unique role of the teacher 
in classroom instruction. As Wehlage and his associates (Wehlage and 
Rutter 1986) emphasize, social bonding— the mediational role of the 
teacher— needs to be expanded in the education of at-risk learners. 
What unique mix of classroom coach, gentle questioner, high motivator, 
and steady guide do we need to achieve to work in the thoughtful 
classroom of new-found learners? This is an area of concern for pre- 
service as much as in-service educates, for teacher (education as well as 
staff development. The use of language in instruction is significant to 
the role of the effective teacher of at-risk learners. Boyer (1987) has 
stressed the centrality of language in education; the research on teaching 
thinking underlines the importance of language not only as the form of 
presentation— reading— but also as the lifeblood of communication. 
Teaching at-risk youngsters to think and to express their ideas about the 
meaningfulness of content domains provides an area for extensive dialog 
between, the teachers of critical thinking and the instructors of middle 
and secondary school classrooms. It is not only a matter of reading, for 
there are many literacies to teach (Eisner 1987). We need to treat these 
cognitive areas differently, and we need to be as concerned with 
remediating the cognitive processes of at-risk students as we are with 
building new meaning in learning contents. As Cummins (1986) 
proposes, studying the ways language bridges the gap between not 
understanding and knowing is a major challenge for the mediational 
education of at-risk youngsters. When language is related to cognitive 
learning and development, and the at-risk students in question also 
happen to speak Spanish as their mother tongue, we may need to 
consider different and varied issues. 

And, finally, the aspect of policy development seems to emerge as a 
major concern when we consider teaching at-risk students through the 
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lens of cognitive instruction. Are there practices or policies that we really 
need to reexamine as supportive or destructive of at-risk students' 
development? What significance might grouping practices have for 
teaching at-risk students with a cognitive emphasis? What guidelines for 
maximizing resources, both human and physical, do we need to 
develop? How important is it that we pursue positive school and 
classroom environments that encourage collegial contact for both stu- 
dents and teachers? What role does the district staff or the building 
principal play in giving the classroom teacher control over the major 
decisions on sound and thoughtful instruction? The current thinking- 
skills movement is no advocate of teacher-proof curricula or mandated 
learning programs untouched by the instructors' decision making. Many 
personnel policy issues addressed by the current approaches for dealing 
with at-risk students are also addressed by the innovative thinking 
programs. 

Ultimately, good teaching and high regard are the greatest potential 
bonuses for the at-risk student, just as they are for the gifted or regular 
student. We need to take care to be aware of .the particular insufficien- 
cies of the at-risk student because he/she is only a novice at thinking 
and needs to be aided in gaining insight into his or her own better 
thought and performance. For too long, perhaps, educators have 
neglected to encourage the connections of student thought processes 
with the more complex structures of thinking. In the end, the greatest 
educational danger our society faces by not addressing the cognitive 
needs of this special population is that at-risk students will be ill-served 
by never knowing what they don't know. Further, they will have missed 
ppportunities to acquire the higher-level skills that could make them 
capable of transforming their own lives. At the current juncture of 
circumstances in American education, we have a unique chance to deal 
effectively with the regular schooling of at-risk students in our popula- 
tion. What does this opportunity for educational reform imply for the 
work that lies ahead of us? 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 

If we accept the notion that teaching thinking to at-risk students is a 
beneficial goal for both students and American education, how should 
we pursue such an effort and what concerns do we need to monitor? 
Many of the implications for the future are related to the issues 
previously discussed. 

The Need for Teacher Advocates 

Teaching thinking to at-risk students requires instructors who are 
positive and caring about youngsters and who, in fact, believe such 




students are both malleable and modifiable. At the same time, the 
teaching of cognitive development necessitates professional personnel 
who are knowledgeable in a number of ways. They must be familiar 
with thinking-skills materials and cognizant of the literature and 
research on thinking and problem solving. They must be conversant, 
too, in the active instruction of, about, and for thinking, and aware of 
ways to use each approach to teaching thinking to at-risk students. 

Teachers who seek to deal effectively with at-risk students need to 
work simultaneously on several dimensions of the classroom environ- 
ment. Mediation and motivation are essential concerns, even before 
cognitive tasks are attacked in depth. Teachers need to view the 
"classroom as a social group for figuring out best answers," says Brown 
(1984, p. 18). They must consider the individual needs of at-risk 
students, as well as the characteristics of an entire class. Such instructors 
should want to collaborate with their peers in selecting the best practices 
for teaching at-risk children and be open to including the children's 
families in some of the learning activities. 

Teachers who advocate helping at-risk students improve their thinking 
ability should be able to focus on meaningful connections that help 
explain to youngsters why certain relationships are logical and real. 
4 'Teaching becomes a delicate balance among content goals, strategies 
required for achieving those goals, and the experiences students bring to 
their learning," says Knoll (1987, p. vii) in introducing the concept of 
strategic teaching developed by Jones and her associates. At the same 
time, effective teachers must forge in their own minds the relationships 
between classroom activity and the content disciplines they teach, as well 
as understandings of the real world in which minority children live. The 
contexts of learning for at-risk children are complex and potentially 
unfamiliar to the college-educated instructor. Such contexts are certainly 
not easily captured in textbook depictions of urban education. 

Finally, teacher advocates must be sensitive to the expression and 
langu?*e they use to relate to at-risk learners. Body language, oral 
speecU expectations, responses, and praise all enter into the intricate 
and diplomatic exchanges of value in a classroom. If alienation and 
boredom are the heritage of past experiences in teaching at-risk 
student, teachers must be ready to counter such foes both individually 
and collectively. 

The Need for Long-Term Change 

Teaching thinking to at-risk students is neither a quick fix active -,r 
simply a recipe-based sequence of canned programming. Personated 
knowledge and self-regulated monitoring grow slowly in learners and 
need to be tied to real experiences and meaningful detail. Programs that 
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emphasize continuous progress, made at a student's individual pace, 
have been most successful with at-risk students, and good thinking 
efforts should probably be no different (Slavin 1987). 

Starting cognitive education with young children seems to offer the 
possibility of having an impact that can be sustained. Obviously, we 
stand a better chance of preventing students from dropping out if our 
efforts begin in preschool settings rather than in the middle grades or 
during the adolescent years. This docs not preclude work in the middle 
grades or during adolescence, for much research suggests these arc still 
formative times for development. However, providing a variety of 
experiences in the early years and changing work groups frequently, 
rather than locking youngsters into convenient, restrictive categories, 
ought to be regular practices that will encourage long-term student 
gains. 

Teachers of cognitive instruction need to focus on ways to develop 
student autonomy over time, to help at-risk youngsters learn to take 
control of their own learning wherever that occurs. For students living in 
America's urban ghettos, realizing the importance of their own responsi- 
bility for learning is one of the most essential aspects of learning. It is 
the mark of maturity as an individual and the challenge to be a full- 
fledged member of a democratic society. Kigher-order skills must be 
made applicable on the city streets as well as in the classroom. At least 
in the classroom they can be teacher-nurtured. 

The Need for a Better Integrated Curriculum, K-12 

A focus on thinking-based education for all students, including those 
at risk cf academic failure, highlights the need for integrating cognitive 
instruction into the regular curriculum of the school. The subject matter 
ideas need to be interrelated w:*h the student's skills and processes in 
productive thinking, and the learner's strategics of metacognition and 
problem solving need to be allied with the methodologies of various 
school subjects. Students as well as teachers need to make these 
curricular connections. 

We should not view such an integration of cognition and curriculum 
as a response to a simplistic war between content and process. Contrary 
to some scholars' views of the cognitive approach to instruction 
(Cheyney 1987), teaching thinking is neither devoid of content nor 
necessarily removed from the concerns of subject matter knowledge. Nor 
is teaching thinking simply the provision of techniques for recalling 
impc^aAt facts or unconnected trivia. Such views miss a great deal of 
what cognitive instruction is all about; in particular, such approaches 
miss what is the teacher's major challenge in working with at-risk 
learners. Teaching history, or geometry, or literature to students who 
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live in an urban housing project requires the teacher to know the subject 
matter content in terms of potential ideas for the classroom. But it also 
requires the teacher to be mindful of how content can be made 
meaningful to those particular students, within the context of real 
classroom dynamics, and relative to the chemistry of interaction among 
the students themselves. 

Shulman (1986, 1987) emphasizes that of the various forms of 
knowledge a teacher must address in promoting comprehension among 
students, pedagogical content knowledge— knowing how to relate ideas 
of the academic subject matter to the teachable situation— is the 
professional educator's unique domain. Being a successful teacher, 
which he likens to being a symphony conductor (Shulman 1987, p. 2), 
means helping students sec a content area develop through multiple 
levels of meaning (simple translation, relationships, interpretation, 
application, rind evaluation) until the ideas become their own. Shulman 
describes an ideal English teacher as one who strives to liberate her 
secondary students' minds through literacy. She wants them to use the 
contents of the literature curriculum at school ultimately to illuminate 
their own lives. If she were working with at-risk youngsters, she would 
need to sec that earlier levels of meaning have been mastered first. She 
also would need to interest students in the work initially and to 
challenge their involvement in and intrinsic motivation for the learning 
itself. 

Content areas of the school's program are only beginning to address 
the cognitive challenge for improved instruction. Reading and writing 
specialists have begun to consider the issues of thinking in developing 
programs and courses for student comprehension and understanding 
(Jonto ct al. 1987; Harris and Cooper 1985). Mathematicians, scientists, 
and instructors of various arts are addressing problem solving and 
creative involvement issues with student thinking in mind (Dillon and 
Sternberg 1986). Some practitioners arc concentrating their efforts on at- 
risk students' difficulties (Orr 1987), but schools have a long way to go 
to make the ideal real. In many classrooms, teachers still present content 
as an accumulation of facts unrelated to ideas within the teaching 
discipline itself, let alone correlated to other areas of knowledge. Many 
textbooks and instructional materials serve the goal of coverage in a 
content area, but fail to be concerned with a student's developing 
awareness of a discipline or with the ways she or he builds up strategics 
for resolving problems in particular contexts. Successful thinking-skills 
programs can be sources of information and examples for developing 
cognitive-based curricula. Classroom teachers, in particular, can benefit 
from knowledge of programs like Philosophy for Children, CoRT> and 
Instrumental Enrichment— 2nd especially from the implementation of 
these programs with at-risk youngsters. 
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The Need to Develop District and Building Support 

For any innovation to take hold in an educational environment and 
certainly to continue and thrive in real classrooms and buildings, the 
leadership of the particular institutions involved needs to be knowledge- 
able and supportive of the change. To succeed, teaching thinking to at- 
risk youngsters has to become a significant goal for district leadership 
and building principals. As the thrust of a major program effort, 
teaching thinking has to be integrated into the regular sequence of 
decision making regarding curriculum, instruction, anc* assessment in 
the given organization. 

Three particular factors seem to influence the quality of support that 
a district might give to a thinking program initiative. Allocating time 
for teachers and district leaders to meet, plan, and discuss their program 
is essential. Regularly scheduled project time can be a vital ingredient in 
an effective program. Determining human and material resources is 
another significant aspect of program support. Quantity of funds need 
not dominate a project; but lack of funding shows it is not valued. And, 
thirdly, coordinating staff development work with the need to develop a 
thinking-skills effort can give a major boost to a cognitive instructional 
initiative. Given the understanding of how important the teaching 
staff s control of decision making is to program success, leadership needs 
to focus on enabling staff to take charge of the project, not on directing 
them on the administration's preferences for project management. 
Reform by remote control, says Cuban (1987), doesn't work at state 
levels or within large districts. 

In order for a thinking-oriented project to be launched successfully 
and effect long-term change, the community surrounding the school, 
and especially the families of students themselves, needs to be aware 
and supportive of the cognitive approach. Thinking and intellectual 
development need to be valued in the larger community, and tic-ins to 
employment possibilities and community agencies are important ad- 
juncts for a program that seeks to influence the lives of at-risk students. 
We must bridge the gap between the world of urban students and that 
of more advantaged learners as we pave the way for higher education or 
advanced training. Several efforts to make these connections arc under 
way in large districts (Montague 1987; Mcz2,acappa 1987c); they merit 
watching for future outcomes. 

The Need to Examine Current Policies and Practices 

Finally, launching a thinking-skills project for at-risk students may 
require a district or a school to reexamine its prior policies and practices 
in light of the goals of cognitive instruction. Grouping and tracking 
policies, promotion standards, testing and assessment practices, curricu- 
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lum planning and development, and teacher evaluation might all be 
addressed differently if the major desired program outcomes include 
teaching students to think critically and to be independent learners. 
These policies and practices need to be debated and deliberated by the 
professional staff who will conduct the project. Such debate and 
deliberation arc extensive learning mechanisms. In the long run, 
discussion about such issues will educate a staff on the deeper meaning 
of cognitive instruction for their school community. 

In conclusion, this and the preceding chapter have examined two 
large literatures— one on at-risk students and the other on cognitive 
instruction or teaching thinking— and have considered whether their 
interrelationship seems to provide the basis for a wise and productive 
initiative for the future of American education. That there arc obvious 
relationships and hopeful areas of collaboration seems well documented 
here. Perhaps even more than other students in our schools, at-risk 
learners need to be able to figure things out and to be independent 
learners. That is an important aspect of equity in American schooling. 

But this examination also shows that learning to think autonomously 
requires practice and gradual progress in a number of cognitive *nd 
mctacognitivc skills. The influence of the teacher is key to the learning, 
and teachers of thinking need to be knowledgeable abour, their subject 
matter, their students and their abilities, and the teachable situations 
around which schooling is organized. This has significant implications 
for both teacher education and continuous staff development. Moreover, 
cognitive learning depends a great deal on the motivation of both the 
student and the teacher— we arc all "proximal" and derive meaning 
from that which is closest to us. As Bransford and his associates 
(Bransford ct al. 1987) suggest, cognitive learning needs to be "an- 
chored" in instruction that is parallel to personal interests and contexts. 

Many questions arc raised by the association of teaching thinking and 
at-risk students, and we obviously need further research to answer some 
of them. How exactly do at-risk youngsters learn best? What influence 
do the new instructional materials on thinking skills have on student 
achievement after several years of implementation? How can content 
domains best be integrated with thinking strategics so at-risk students 
will appreciate them? These research areas need to be pursued, even 
while cognitive instruction is begun in the classroom. 

At least this topic gives educational reformers much food for thought 
about the burgeoning at-rfsk population filling America's classrooms. 
We cannot simply tell these at-risk students what's to be done. They 
need to understand it in terms of the serious nature of the intellectual 
crisis in which they live. A vignette from a north Philadelphia 
neighborhood serves to illustrate this point. The mayor's Anti-Grdfiti 
Network recently painted a wall of a city housing project in collabora- 
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Jon with :he local community. "Say No To Drugs," says the wall 
mural, "And Our Children Will Be Saved." The youngsters of that 
project need to realize that the directive about drugs is a critical- 
thinking and decision-making challenge, not a mere command. The 
marketing of illegal drugs puts every person in that neighborhood <tt risk 
of survival, and only by realizing what an individual can do to fight the 
helplessness of such victimization can the community hope to overcome 
such situations. Thinking for every child in American society may be the 
first step in retrieving the birthright of a democratic republic. In that 
north Philadelphia neighborhood, saying no to drugs as a conscious, 
self-monitoring, and autonomous act can return the metaphor to its 
religious roots. It is the children of America who will be saved — Sybil 
and Pygmalion notwithstanding. 



1. What is metacognition, and how is it related to a student's 
developing cognitive ability? 

2. To be a good mediator in the classroom, what are some alternate ways 
in which a teacher can question students during instruction? 

3. If teachers are looking for commercially packaged thinking programs 
for at-risk students, what factors should they consider about each 
program? 

4. If hard data results cannot be cited with regard to using thinking- 
skills programs with at-risk students, why should teachers of these 
students become familiar with such programs? 
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4. LEARNING AND 
ASSISTED PERFORMANCE 

by Richard P. Durah 



What makes school learning so problematical for some students and 
not for others? This question has proved difficult to answer, and especially 
so for students from ethnic and racial minority backgrounds. The poor 
school performance of minority students cannot be traced to a single 
cause; nor does the solution to this problem lie ultimately in a single 
answer. Nonetheless, improving the quality of minority students 9 class- 
room experiences is a critical element in improving their educational 
outcomes. Over the past two decades, research evidence has begun to 
accumulate indicating that minority students learn best when instruction 
and teaching are sensitive to their linguistic, social, and cultural knowl- 
edge. More recently, researchers have investigated the acquisition of 
cognitive skills and literacy as a function of these factors. This chapter 
discusses some of these findings and how they are illuminated by a recent 
account of teaching and learning based on the notion of "assisted 
performance" (Tharp and Gallimore 1988). We chapter also discusses the 
importance of designing and evaluating school interventions that develop 
minority students' academic and personal identity across tiers of the 
educational system. This latter issue has not yet been adequately dealt 
with by theories of educational intervention for at-risk minority students. 



CLASSROOMS AS SOCIAL ENVIRONMENTS 

Ethnographic studies of minority students' classroom behavior have 
shown that their classroom performance is very much affected by their 
norms for communication in and out of school settings. Simply put, 
students cannot be taught well and they cannot learn effectively when 
classroom communication patterns are unfamiliar to them. Several 
findings in the research literature deserve mention. One is that minority 
students' preferred manner of interacting with teachers and students 
may, at times, mistakenly indicate that these students are poor learners. 
For example, culturally preferred styles of interaction may lead some 
minority students to be unresponsive to a teacher's questions in a public 
classroom setting (Carrasco, Vera, and Cazden 1981; Phillips 1972). 
Another finding is that the structure of the curriculum and communica- 
tion patterns fostered in low-achieving classroom tracks may deter 
minority students from effectively learning higher-order reading and 
thinking skills (Oakes 1985). For example, practicing the pronunciation 
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of isolated words in the second language is not ?s effective in developing 
reading comprehension skills as is writing a book report in the first 
language (Moll ct al. 1980). Yet another important finding is that by 
connecting classroom learning activities with minority students' knowl- 
edge of out-of-school experiences and peer communication norms, we 
can improve their learning performance in areas such as reading and 
other forms of literacy acquisition (Au ct al. 1986; Anderson and Stokes 
1984; Heath 1983). Researchers at the Kamchamcha Early Education 
Program (KEEP), for example, have found that small-group reading 
activities which allow children to explore story topics in light of their 
own experiences and which use communicative patterns learned in the 
community help cultivate students' comprehension skills (Au ct al. 
1986). 

Making sense of these interrelated results and their implications for 
designing educational interventions for at-risk students requires a more 
encompassing account of how social factors can affect classroom organi- 
zation and classroom behavior. Such an examination lies at the heart of 
curriculum and instruction planning in the school setting. 

Classroom organization and student performance arc affected by three 
general kinds of social factors (Erickson 1982). The first group of social 
factors includes the overall societal and cultural context of schooling and 
the purposes served by schools as institutions within the country, the 
state, and the community. This societal-level factor is diffuse, although 
its effects on education arc pervasive. It encompasses the values and 
attitudes of educational policymakers and the impact their values and 
attitudes have on how schools operate and how resources arc allocated 
within a system. In addition, this factor encompasses the general 
public's attitudes about why schooling is important, the extent to which 
schooling is expected to serve students from different backgrounds 
equally well, and the willingness of citizens to allocate public resources 
for the purposes of education. 

This factor also encompasses minority students' beliefs that schooling 
is appropriate for them as minority group members, based on the beliefs 
of others as well as on their own experiences. A teacher's belief that 
members of certain minority groups are innately socially and intellec- 
tually inferior can be translated in classroom contexts into lowered 
expectations for educational performance. Minority students themselves, 
and particularly those from impoverished homes, may judge that good 
school performance is less likely to promote their familial, financial, and 
personal well-being as compared to nonminority students (Ogbu and 
Matute-Bianchi 1985). 

A second social factor affecting classroom organization is the immedi- 
ate school environment itself and how it is structured and operates. The 
meaning of this factor is captured „by. the ways in which the following 



questions might be answered: What curricula arc taught, and what arc 
students asked to do in order to learn these curricula? What books do 
teachers use? How compatible are the curricula, materials, and books 
used with students' backgrounds and previous educational experiences? 
What is the nature of the school day, and how arc different learning 
activities distributed across the time spent at school? Arc students 
tracked into ability groups based on their past school achievement? 
Answers to these questions can help describe the school environment 
faced by at-risk minority students. They can also suggest whether 
students arc truly being given an opportunity to learn from the school's 
program. 

A third form of social influence on classroom organization pertains to 
the behaviors of the teacher and the minority student learners as 
instruction actually takes place. This third factor is both social and 
psychological. It is social because the classroom behavior of the teacher 
and the students is intimately influenced by their social background, the 
social interaction required by the learning activities, and the social 
management provided by the teacher. The factor is psychological in that 
it reflects the values, attitudes, motivations, and cognitive processes of 
individual learners and of the teacher as they arise in classroom 
interaction. 

Our understanding of how this third factor operates is enhanced by 
closei consideration of how a classroom's teaching and learning activities 
arc structured. As Erickson (1982) has noted, the teacher's and students' 
enactment of a lesson is structured by both the teacher's lesson plan and 
the social interaction requirements of the lesson. As a lesson proceeds, 
the teacher and students monitor and adjust their behavior, given the 
teacher's enactment of a plan for the lesson. The teacher and students 
jointly construct and revise their pattern of communication as the 
learning^ activity develops, in light of the teacher's monitoring of 
students' understanding of the subject matter content and relative to the* 
social knowledge shared by the teacher and students about how to 
communicate. 

THE ASSISTED PERFORMANCE THEORY 

The fact that learning opportunities arise through social interaction in 
the classroom has important implications for our understanding of the 
academic functioning of at-risk students. We need to examine carefully 
whether teacher/student interactions truly permit these students to 
learn. Tharp and Gallimore (1988) have proposed an account of 
teaching and learning that is of special relevance to this question. 
Drawing on Vygotsky's (1978) notion of "the zone of proximal 
development/' these researchers propose that true teaching can occur 
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only when a teacher or more capable other assists the performance of a 
student so that the student advances through his or her zone of 
proximal development for the learning task at hand. 

Let us examine this account more carefully and in more detail in 
order to understand its relevance for at-risk students. In his theory of 
cognitive development, Vygotsky (1978) defined the zone of proximal 
development as — 

...the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 
individual problem solving and the level of potential development as deter- 
mined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with 
more capable peers, (p. 86) 

The zone of proximal development has a clear intuitive meaning. Given 
a particular problem-solving task, this zone is identified by those parts 
of the problem-solving act that arc beyond the ability of a person to 
carry out independently, but that a person is capable of carrying out 
with sufficient assistance from a teacher or more capable other. 

The singular goal of all teaching is to assist the learner in cultivating 
an independent ability to perform a problem-solving task that was 
previously unattainable by that learner. We can say teaching occurs only, 
when the teacher or more capable other assists the student in performing 
a previously unattainable clement of a problem-solving task. This is a 
very strong criterion for defining the occurrence of teaching. Implicitly, 
if not explicitly, it requires (1) that the teacher possess an understanding 
of the current capabilities of the student, (2) that the teacher be able to 
select and provide cues and„hints that aid the student's learning, and (3) 
that the teacher be able to evaluate the student's responses to hints and 
cues, and to use this information to evaluate the student's mastery of 
the problem-solving task at hand. Further, (4) in providing hints and 
cues, the teacher must be capable of guiding the student toward less 
reliance on externally generated cues and hints and toward more 
independence in solving problems. 

The learner's progress through the zone of proximal development for 
a problem-solving task occurs in four stages (sec Figure 1). During Stage 
I, a learner can execute a problem-solving task only when he or she is 
assisted at various points by a more capable other. Subsequently, in 
Stage II, the learner has begun to internalize the cues and helpful 
modes of approaching the problem-solving task required during Stage I. 
During this stage, he or she consciously applies these internalized 
strategics and begins to perform the problem-solving task 
independently. 

Movement of the learner from Stage I into Stage II embodies the 
Vygotskian principle that higher-order cognitive functioning first arises 
in the social plane of experience and then, subsequently,, becomes 




Figure 1. 
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Source Adapted from T harp t R t and Gallimore. R. 1988. Rousing minds to life. Teaching, 
learning and schooling in social context Cambridge, England. Cambridge University Press. 

internalized as a form of "inner speech" within the individual. The 
self-assistance generated by the learner in Stage II is a metacognitive 
pl^nomenon. That is, as the learner attempts a problem-solving task, 
she or he encounters difficulties that must b,; resolved by consciously 
analyzing the demands of the task at hand, by monitoring progress on 
the task, and by evaluating and trying out different strategies to 
overcome the difficulties. At first, the student's metacognitive behavior 
directly models the hints and cues provided by the more competent 
other during Stage I. Gradually, as the learner moves from Stage II to 
Stage III, she or he develops increasing competence in performing the 
problem-solving task and relies less on consciously modeling the specific 
cues and hints generated originally by the more capable other. Instead, 
the learner becomes more reliant on her/his own internally generated 
ways of approaching and carrying out the task. 

By the time he or she reaches Stage III, the learner has developed a 
highly automated approach toward performing a problem-solving task, 
In this stage, the learner is able to recognize quickly what is required in 
performing a problem-solving act and to engage in the necessary 
strategic behavior with minimal conscious reflection and uncertainty. In 
Stage III, the learner engages in problem-solving behavior automatically 
under the regulation of a well-identified sense of what constitutes 
progress on a task and of how to go about performing it. Problem 
solving in Stage III can be characterized as a "fossilized" form of 
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knowledge in that the learner no longer questions actively how a 
problem should be interpreted and approached. He or she relies on 
previous experience and prior knowledge to approach the familiar tasks. 

Once a learner has achieved Stage III, she or he may not remain there 
permanently. What has been learned and automated in Stage IH may 
become unstable or may be judged inadequate knowledge as a result of 
cither normal memorial decay processes or new experiences that point to 
inadequacies in prior learning or approaches. The need for the learner to 
modify previous Stage III learning is represented by Stage IV in Tharp 
and Gallimore's model. During Stage IV, the learner returns to either 
Stag^ I or Stage H in order to engage in new learning. In the suggested 
*nodel, this recursion through Stages I, II, and III may become cascaded, 
ilie recursion represents the potential of the learner to acquire new 
knowledge and skills based on a restructuring of old knowledge 
throughout her or his life span. 



Many everyday classroom situations are characterized by the students' 
presence in Stage I of their zone of proximal development. An 
important question that arises is, What different strategies can a teacher 
or more capable other use to assist the problem-solv^g performance of a 
learner? Based on the Tharp and Gallimore model, the following 
strategies may assist the performance of the learner in Stage I: 

• Modeling: Offering behavior for imitation. 

• Contingency managing: Arranging rewards or punishments to 
follow a particular behavior, depending on whether the behavior is 
desired or not. 

• Feeding back: Providing performance information to the learner 
relative to standards for performance. 

• Instructing: Using language to call for a specific action on the part 
of the learner. 

• Questioning: Using questions to ssscss she current knowledge state 
of the learner and /or to assist the learner in performing a particular 
mental operation. 

• Cognitive structuring: Providing the learner with systems of ideas 
to explain and articulate knowledge or to organize cognitive 

• activity. 

The foregoing list of teaching strategies can be used to study the 
effective behaviors of teachers. It also has implications for teacher 
preparation. Each strategy must be competently performed by t! i 
teacher, and, in turn, students must recognize the occurrence of a 
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strategy and what it demands of them within the social and academic 
contexts of a lesson. A further issue is whether the use of a particular 
strategy actually helps a student advance through his/her zone of 
proximal development for a task. Teachers must be given an opportunity 
to develop skill in knowing when and "how to use different strategies 
during instruction. It vould appear that these skills, and knowing how 
to deploy them, would best be learned through actual teaching 
experiences, with help and feedback provided by competent teacher 
trainers. As Tharp and Gallimore (1988) note, the assisted performance 
mode of teaching and learning can be applied to teachers learning their 
craft, as well as to students learning from teachers (Chapter 9). 

The appropriateness of the various teaching strategies for students 
from different sociocultural and linguistic backgrounds is an important 
question. Current everyday wisdom and research suggest the effective- 
ness of a given teaching strategy may vary across groups of students from 
different backgrounds who are performing the same learning tasks. For 
example, using questioning and cognitive structuring during a small- 
group reading comprehension activity works with Navajo children only 
when the group size is small — three to four children; by comparison, 
such strategies are successful with Hawaiian-origin children in larger 
groups of five to six youngsters (Au et al. 1986). 

The question of how best to select strategies for teaching minority 
students is complex. Seemingly the best answer to the question is that 
teachers need to learn how to adapt to the students they actually 
encounter in classrooms. Based on Uie characteristics of the students they 
work with, teachers need to develop professional wisdom about the 
social and cultural abilities of students that might be used as bridges to 
classroom learning and that might be compatible with particular 
teaching strategies. Further, teachers need to develop strategies for 
helping students expand their repertoire of classroom learning behaviors. 
Students, and particularly at-risk students, need to develop multiple 
ways of learning in a classroom. In particular, as they advance through 
their schooling, students need to develop increasing self-reliance in 
monitoring their own learning needs, and they need to adapt to the 
teaching they encounter. 

ADDITIONAL IMPLICATIONS FO£ 
AT-RISK MINORITY STUDENTS 

The fact that many at-risk minority students are not learning in 
everyday classroom learning activities is self-evident. The assisted perfor- 
mance account of learning and teaching suggests that many classroom 
activities encountered by at-risk minority students do not permit true 
teaching to occur, in the sense that students are not aided in progressing 
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from Stage I into Stage II of Tharp and Gallimore's model. This 
interpretation of educational-failure is consistent with the sociolinguistic 
and ethnographic research literature cited with regard to the learning of 
minority students (Ogbu and Matutc-Bianchi 1985). 

The -assisted performance account of learning and teaching, however, 
advances the design, implementation, and evaluation of interventions 
for minority students. Under assisted performance theory, an important 
educational intervention goal is to create learning activities that can 
ensure students' progress through the zone of proximal development in 
a particular subject matter or in a specific problem-solving area. 
Obviously, knowledge about the students' abilities is essential, as is 
understanding of the structure of the knowledge involved and its 
development for the learners. 

Based on theory, one would judge that whole -group instruction, 
emphasizing lecturing by a teacher who then addresses questions tc the 
entire group of students, would be particularly ineffective for at-risk 
students. In most whole-group settings, the teacher introduces and 
communicates content material without actively monitoring whether 
each student adequately comprehends it. When a teacher asks questions, 
students who are allowed to respond are selected from those who raise 
their hands; Because of this, the teacher has no opportunity to evaluate 
the learning needs of students who do not volunteer to respond or who 
might want to ask a question before volunteering. All too often, if a 
student does not answer a question as desired, the teacher will not probe 
the understanding of the learner; nor will he/she offer cues to guide the 
learner to the desired response. Instead, the teacher may simply call on 
one student after another unti! one elicits the desired response to the 
question at hand. 

This whole-group instruction technique is not ineffective for all 
students. As students become more proficient in their learning (e.g., as 
they enter Stages II and III of learning), they can actually benefit from 
such instruction. However, at-risk students very often are functioning in 
the model's Stage I of learning. They are simply incapable of working 
on the task without the assistance of a more capable other. It is 
disastrous not to acknowledge this possibility for these youngsters. 
Students who are in Stage I may be "taught at," but they cannot learn 
very well under the circumstances that exist. That is not to say they do 
not have potential for learning. 

Cooperative learning methods, an alternative to whole-group instruc- 
tion methods, would seem more effective for teaching at-risk minority 
students (Kagan 1986). These methods stimulate learning among 
students by requiring them to cooperate and collaborate in the 
performance of learning tasks. While a number of cooperative learning 
models exists, the underlying instructional theory for all these methods 
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emphasizes the use of "awards" as learning incentives. A recent 
synthesis of research on cooperative learning indicates the most effective 
methods emphasize group goals coupled with individual student ac- 
countability (Slavin in preparation). In addition to improving student 
achievement, cooperative learning methods have also been found to 
foster interethnic/ racial group relations, helping, and other prosocial 
behaviors in the classroom. 

Cooperative learning methods have not yet been analyzed from the 
perspective of the assisted performance theory. Slavin (1987) suggests 
that Vygotskian and Piagetian theories of learning are not adequate to 
explain the success of cooperative learning methods because these two 
developmental theories do not properly conceptualize the motivation 
necessary for students to engage in learning. According to his research, 
Slavin proposes these theories postulate that students' intrinsic motiva- 
tion to l^iirn is adequate to sustain learning. However, studies of 
cooperative learning methods indicate that explicit use of performance 
awards leads to improved achievement by groups and individuals. 
Obviously, further research is needed. 

The assisted performance theory, as a modification of Vygotsky's 
theory of learning, does address the importance of awards in supporting 
learning under the teaching strategy of contingency management. 
Pursuing this approach in classrooms of at-risk learners seems a 
promising practice in this era of school reform. 

CROSS-TIER EDUCATIONAL INTERVENTIONS 

Application of the assisted performance theory can lead to better 
conceptualization of interventions aimed at improving the short-range 
academic achievement of at-risk minority students. However, we should 
be able to extend the theory to address the development of the 
educational aspirations of these underachieving students. One key to 
devising such an extension is to use the assisted performance theory to 
characterize a student's modification of his or her social self-identity in 
light of long-range educational goals. A second key to devising 
aspiration-development interventions is to provide social /academic activ- 
ities that allow role models, such as the teacher or a student at a higher 
grade level, to assist the at-risk student in acquiring an understanding of 
his or her life and personal values at the next educational tier. Consider, 
for example, devising activities that bring junior high students who are 
at risk of dropDing out of school together with successful high school 
students from a similar background and with high school teachers who 
have shown competency in teaching minority students. These are the 
kinds of interventions that we need to address in schools in America's 
urban centers. 
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With proper care, we can devise cross-tier intervention activities that 
give at-risk students both needed academic instruction and information 
about the adaptive behavior and personal goals of students at the next 
educational tier. The general strategy for devising such cross-tier 
educational interventions would be to "manufacture" miniature social 
systems for the specific purpose of moving at-risk students through the 
educational pipeline. Research on cross-tier interventions from an 
assisted performance theory perspective has not yet been undertaken, 
but it is a most exciting prospect for enhancing the long-range 
educational achievement of at-risk minority students. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. How might minority students' communication patterns and perfor- 
mance norms influence their interaction with teachers in the 
classroom? 

2. What potential classroom relationships are suggested by the concept 
of "zone of proximal development," and how are these relationships 
influenced by the classroom environmental decisions that teachers 
make? 

3. Assisted performance is a model for helping students become more 
expert in the classroom; describe the states suggested by this model 
and explain how the teacher's role influences students' progress 
through such a model. 

4. What kinds of teaching strategies or instructional techniques seem to 
be potentially effective in helping at-risk students become more 
cognitively skilled in the classroom? 
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5. TOWARD REDEFINING MODELS OF 
CURRICULUM AND INSTRUCTION FOR 
STUDENTS AT RISK 

by Beau Fly Jones 



The current reform movement is ripe to address the needs of two types 
of at-risk students who really can't function in American society: 
disconnected youths and marginally skilled students. The concept of 
schooling itself needs to be expanded and coordinated with the work of 
many other organizations and agencies. More meaningful curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment, especially to encourage higher-order skill 
development, are called for. In addition, new ways to structure classroom 
organization, provide special services to students, and prevent major 
disaffection need to be developed. Such initiatives must be supported 
financially and legislatively, but also judged according to their success in 
terms of influencing students' lives. In order to do this, those practices 
that hold promise for at-risk students— like teaching thinking— need to 
be pursued, implemented, and researched further. No better climate for 
examination and experimentation may be available to American education 
for a long time to come. 



The winds of change are finally here, heralding a new wave of reform 
that seeks sustained, fundamental change in schools, especially for 
students at risk. Phrases like "school renewal," "radical change," 
"parental/community involvement," "business/school partnerships," 
"systemic change," and "restructuring" are indeed refreshing and 
heartening. There is even an increasing focus on program improvement 
with a strong emphasis on curriculum and instruction, among the many 
initiatives and proposals supported by schools, state education agencies, 
and national groups. 

Despite all these good recommendations for changes for students at 
risk, there are several concerns. First, there seems to be a lack of 
attention to the diverse needs of two types of at-risk students: (1) 
disconnected youths who are fundamentally alienated from basic Ameri- 
can values and from economic and educational opportunities, and (2) 
semiskilled students who succeed in the basic skills programs assigned to 
them but who cannot read, write, or solve problems with proficiency 
and, therefore, can live only on the edges of mainstream society. 

Second, given these problems, what can we do to address them? I 
believe that the concept of schooling needs to be expanded to include 




both direct instruction and support services in areas traditionally reserved 
for families and other social agencies. This approach also calls for the 
coordinated involvement of parents, senior citizens, civic workers, and 
the business community in schools as learners, teachers, role models, 
and providers of support services. Thus, in this conceptualization, 
schools serve multiple functions for students and for the community as 
learning centers for health care, child care and parent training, problem 
solving, and decision making in addition to offering instruction in the 
traditional disciplines. 

Third, to what extent is the approach outlined here consistent with 
existing reform agendas? There is definitely support for most of the 
ideas in this extended-schooling approach in many recent reform 
initiatives and designs for future schools, but there are important gaps 
and limitations in the reform literature, especially regarding changes in 
curriculum and instruction. 

Fourth, what are implications of the reform movement for curriculum 
and instruction? Specifically, it is argued that existing definitions of the 
role of students, teachers, instructional leaders, teacher educators, and 
curriculum and instruction constitute a poor foundaf'on on which to 
support the reform agendas; new definitions are suggested to carry 
forward the intent of this wave of reform. 

AT-RISK STUDENTS OVERLOOKED BY RECENT REFORMS 

Who are the students, or would-be students, among the severely 
disconnected and the ranks of the semiskilled? What are their chances of 
leading productive lives within the context of mainstream America? 
How do the needs of these students for membership in the larger 
community and social bonding as well as thinking skills relate to the 
new reform movement? These questions guide the organization of this 
section. 

Severely Disconnected Youth 

The homeboys call him Frog — He rakes in $200 a week selling crack, 
known as "rock" in East Los Angeles. He proudly advertises his fledgling 
membership in an ultra-violent street gang: the Crips. And he brags that he 
used his drug money to rent a Nissan Z on weekends. He has not yet learned 
how to use a stick shift, however, and at 4 ft. 10 in. he has trouble seeing over 
the dashboard. Frog is 13 years old. (Lamar 1988) 

Frog is an example of the growing number of severely disconnected 
youths whose creative energies and entrepreneurial talents are adapted to 
survive in the underclass culture of drugs, street gangs, violence, crime, 
and prostitution (see also Newsweek 1988). While most children are at 
school, Frog and his peers are entrenched in the cross-fire of large-scale 
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political and corporate structures associated with the sale of drugs and 
arms nationally and internationally. Indeed, the powerful, rapid-fire 
Uzis and other weapons available to these youths seem far more 
frightening than the sawed-off shotguns and fire bombs of the 
Weathermen and race rioters of earlier decades. In a word, although 
these disconnected youths may be highly skilled in the jobs that define 
their world, they are unskilled in terms of the skills and knowledge 
needed to compete in mainstream occupations, and they are dangerous 
to society and, ultimately, to themselves. Moreover, their numbers are 
increasing; Newsweek (1988) estimates that the population of this 
undsrclass, which is largely minority, is about 2.5 million, roughly three 
times what it was in the 1970s. 

Nor are all violent youths found emerging from poverty in our cities. 
Violent crimes among wealthy youths seem to be on the increase as well 
(Schorr and Schorr 1988). Drug use, drug dealing, alcoholism, violence, 
crime, and abuses arising from these activities have their counterparts 
among the very wealthy in cities and suburbs. Although the social and 
economic characteristics of these youths may be very different from those 
of inner city youths, they, too, ar~ disconnected from their families, 
schools, religion, and other conventional social institutions. Thus, 
although these youths are not disadvantaged, we must consider their 
alienation as a parallel problem. 

The needs of these disconnected youths are tremendous. Some of 
them need nourishing food, shelter, clothing, and medical services, 
especially if they are homeless, neglected, or abused. Many lack access to 
adequate and caring support services that would help them cope with 
poverty, personal distress and disaffection, family problems, peer 
pressure, and the dangers of the street. They need a curriculum that 
teaches them how to solve the p;oblems they face and reconnects them 
to values for critical literacy and a level of meaningful participation in 
mainstream educational, political, and social processes. They need 
opportunities to be reconnected to jobs that have meaning, jobs that 
will provide them with hope for the future and chances for social 
mobility now unavailable to them. But, most important, they need 
access to people who care about them: people who have a stake in their 
future, people who believe they can learn to be successful citizens, 
workers, and members of the community. 

The causes of their alienation and disconnection are complex and 
deeply rooted in the social, economic, and political fabric of the broader 
society— and certainly extend far beyond the scope of educational 
institutions. Educators clearly cannot deal with all of the problems; we 
must consider who is responsible for the education of these vouths and 
what can be done by schools to provide better support services and 
education. 



ERIC 



However, since these youths are so disconnected, I fear that their 
educational needs may fall through the cracks of the reform movement. 
Because they have committed crimes,. some of these youths are in penal 
institutions that generally will not provide effective support services or 
education other than some basic skills and rudimentary training in a few 
trades. Consequently, when they leave, they may at best be able to read 
and write with minimal competence, but they are still disconnected 
from the mainstream of economic and political opportun* : es — not to 
mention the further disconnection caused by the crime and corruption 
that occurs inside penal institutions among the staff and the penal 
population. Because these youths are dangerous, many educators assume 
that they do not belong in school and plainly do not want them. And 
because they are largely dropouts, they fall outside most of the 
legislation intended for schools, except for dropout prevention pro- 
grams, alternative schools, and reentry centers, which may be useful but 
are not sufficient. 

More fundamental changes are needed to reclaim and harness into 
more productive channels the energy and creative talent that flow from 
these angry youths in the form of violent actions against society and, 
ultimately, against themselves. 

Semiskilled Students 

Harlow is a student at an inner-city high school that is rapidly 
improving its curriculum. However, when I met Harlow, he was 
essentially what I would call a semiskilled student. Although he was 
clearly bright and made good grades by his school's standards, he had 
little idea how to read or write with understanding, how to study 
complex expository materials, or how to solve academic problems 
beyond those in the book. His strategy for reading and studying was to 
read the questions at the end of the section or chapter and "scam" the 
text for the answers, a strategy that is typical of many learners (Anderson 
and Smith 1987). Harlow had no idea how the parts of a chapter were 
related, even though he could decode the words quite well and answer 
the questions with some accuracy. As of the second half of his 
sophomore year, he had never studied a whole chapter because he had 
never had a test covering more than a few pages or activities; nor was he 
ever required to integrate information from several chapters or units. 

In contrast to Harlow, Maria attended a good high school in an all- 
white suburb that ranks high in number of students graduating and 
attending college. Although she was very bright and showed consider- 
able potential in art and creative writing, she was, tracked into lower- 
level classes because she was weak in mathematics and was often an 
impulsive learner. She was one of those students who would work hard 
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and excel at tasks she found interesting and relevant to her life, but she 
was very undisciplined in her study habits, if the task had little 
immediate meaning. Maria also had a very low self-image and harbored 
a deep-seated hatred for school, stemming in part from the humiliation 
she felt at being in lower-track courses, in part from the watered-down 
curriculum she was offered, and in part from the social structure linked 
to the .tracking system. After years of "fighting the system," Maria 
finally graduated but showed her ultimate bitterness by not attending 
her own graduation. Now she is struggling with the hardship of living 
on poor wages and coping with the realities of her limited occupational 
options. The irony is that if she had failed a few courses, she would have 
been offered a range of special services and instruction that might have 
changed her pattern of low achievement. On the other hand, when such 
services are offered in the context of tracking, there is great stigma 
associated with using them, so the services might have been just one 
more thing for her to fight. 

There are literally millions of students like Maria and Harlow who 
have good, even excellent, capabilities and potential, but who may or 
may not finish high school and probably will not be able to compete for 
challenging jobs with reasonable earnings. Without intervention, these 
students at best may compete for the rapidly decreasing number of 
semiskilled jobs that require basic skills; but they could not compete 
well for the range of service jobs and information-processing occupations 
that require problem solving, skilled literacy, and knowledge of technol- 
ogy. At worst, they may fall into the ranks of the underclass. With 
appropriate intervention, they may approximate the patterns of achieve- 
ment of more advantaged students (Levin 1976; Neisser 1986; Rohwer 
1971). 

While I believe other types of students at risk would benefit from the 
fundamental changes brought about by reform, in this chapter I chose 
to focus on semiskilled students for several reasons. First, I believe that 
these students might escape being defined as students at risk: Harlow, 
because he makes good grades in a school with relatively low standards; 
and Maria, because by tracking her into low-level courses, the school 
feels that it is serving her needs. Second, I believe that there is 
something dreadfully wrong with a definition of basic skills that does 
not include the critical literacy and problem-solving skills that students 
need for tomorrow's jobs. Thus, I would seriopsly question the success 
of school improvement efforts that move students at risk from the 30th 
percentile to the 40th, or to some other low level of achievement that 
leaves them lacking in proficiencies for the twenty-first century (Levine 
in press). Third, I seriously question the social ethics and value of 
segregating low-achieving students into homogeneous classrooms when 
we know how devastating this can be to their self-concept and to their 
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chances for subsequent education and employment (Jones in press; 
Oakcs 1985). 

In "im, it is argued that the reform movement might overlook 
students at both extremes of the academic parameters that define 
students at risk: disaffected youths who have failed school and dropped 
out, and semiskilled students who arc marginally successful in terms of 
acquiring basic skills, but who are not equipped to think effectively and 
solve problems in a society oriented to information processing and 
"high-tech" occupations. Both types of students exist in cities and 
suburbs, but special attention is paid to the increasing numbers of the 
disconnected in inner cities who are more likely to suffer from poverty 
and disconnection fror the full range of choices and responsibilities in 
our society, and especially from traditional family and school connec- 
tions. Ironically, the reform movement may overlook disconnected 
students because their problems are so great, whereas it may overlook 
semiskilled students because they are successful in the minimal compe- 
tencies required by low-level tracks and reform initiatives not aimed at 
cognitive development. We must attend to the needs of these students 
because the costs to themselves and society of not doing so arc far too 
great. 

SCHOOLS WITH MULTIPLE FUNCTIONS. 

Defining the Problems 

What is done about students at risk depends in part on how the 
problems are defined. For students at risk who arc disconnected, the 
first problem is not merely, or even primarily, lack of education. Rather, 
it is the total isolation of their lives from the traditional connections to 
the prescribed culture: stable family systems, religion, schools, gainful 
and rewarding employment, social and health care agencies, and 
legitimate political processes. It seems highly unlikely that any effort to 
educate these youths can succeed without first dealing with this isolation 
and alienation from society and with the poor physical and mental 
health associated with poverty, drugs, and sexuality that is both abusive 
and uninformed. 

At the same time, while it has been useful to call attention to two 
types of students at risk who may be overlooked in the reform 
movement, the issues that apply to these students may apply in varying 
degrees to all students at risk. That is, we cannot readily distinguish who 
is and is not disaffected. Certainly, the violent youths in the adolescent 
underclass and the wealthier strata of society are disconnected in the 
extreme, but all students at risk are disconnected to some degree. In 
fact, the very term at risk connotes the risk of being disconnected from 
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mainstream social and economic opportunities and political processes. 
Therefore, we should not try to differentiate among categories of 
students-to provide different types of services and education based on 
poverty or family status. Intact families nwy be as dysfunctional as 
families with a single head of hou^* * the other hand, single- 
parent families may be highly fun; 

Reconnecting and Educating Student* at a**a. 

Instead, the fundamental support services and educational goals for 
students at risk academically should be defined on the basis of their 
needs. And* the goals of schooling for students at risk should be 
threefold: (1) to reconnect them to the opportunities and responsibilities 
in America from which they have become isolated; (2) to provide the 
skills and knowledge they need to acquire, use, s>M produce informa- 
tion meaningfully and critically, as well as to solve real problems related 
to their lives and society's goals; and (3) to teach them to become 
independent learners as well as learners in collaborative contexts. 

Defining the goals of schooling for students at risk in terms of 
reconnecting and educating as separate but related functions has 
important implications for policies and practices relating to curriculum 
and instruction. It is not within the scope of this chapter to consider all 
of these, but the following provisions arc outstanding: 

• regarding the curriculum: more meaningful learning in basic skills 
and the content areas, focusing on higher-order objectives, critical 
and creative thinking, learning how to learn, problem solving, and 
conceptual change; greater access t 4 well-written literature, text- 
books, and instructional materials; new guidelines and curricula for 
areas such as parent effectiveness training for teenage parents, 
misconceptions in mathematics and science, comprehension moni- 
toring, collaborative learning and problem solving, decision mak- 
ing, intcrgroup relations and governance, health care, developing a 
repertoire of cognitive strategics and organizational patterns, and 
cognitive approaches to learning a second language (e.g., Chamot 
and O'Malley 1987). 

• regarding instruction: more instructional strategies formulated to 
involve students in the learning processes, to link new information 
to prior knowledge, to represent and organize new information in 
oral language and in prose, to transfer and apply what is learned to 
new areas, and to use what is learned to solve problems. 

• regarding assessment', new tests for higher-order thinking, for use 
of specific thinking/learning strategics and organizational patterns, 
and for potential to learn. Many of the educational problems that 
exist today, especially for students at risk, are the result of using 
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standardized tests that focus on multiple choice formats and the 
recall of isolated facts. 

• regarding building and classroom organization: more effort to 
integrate low-achieving students physically within the life of the 
school among students with differing talents and capabilities, 
rather than isolating them in tracks, rigid ability groups, and 
pullout programs. Strategies for doing this might include grouping 
for different purposes (e.g., Alvermann in press), cooperative 
learning in heterogeneous classrooms, flexible scheduling, group 
work involving intensive participation and interaction (Cohen 
1986), peer tutoring and cross-age tutoring, smaller class sizes, and 
the use of instructional strategies su.b as brainstorming and 
discussion designed to share information. 

• regarding Chapter 1 services: more use of funds for schoolwide 
instructional services and programs available to all students who 
need them, regardless of their family status, race, ethnic origin, or 
socioeconomic class; less use of pullout programs that focus on 
basic skills and recall of isolated facts; be^cr coordination and 
accountability for students in remaining ; out programs. 

• regarding other support services: better access to more support 
services to address issues of physical and mental health, poverty, 
family living, employment, and housing. These support services 
could be provided by better coordination of available services from 
the city and state or by inclusion of such services with school 
campuses. In either case, they should become part of the curricu- 
lum and instruction options for students at risk. 

• regarding dropping out: more emphasis on prevention in terms of 
providing meaningful school experiences and more opportunities 
for "second chances" within schools. As it stands now, second- 
chance education is often left to interventions in private schools or 
within the school system in reentry centers and alternative schools, 
which are somehow disconnected from the heart of schooling. 
While such measures may be highly functional in the absence of 
other options, one could conceptualize schools as offering such a 
variety of services and programs that dropouts and adult illiterates 
could be educated without being isolated from the mainstream of 
school life. 

EXISTING REFORM AGENDAS: 
BARRIERS AND DESIGNS x'OR CHANGE 

Barriers to Excellence 

There is much in the new wave of reform agendas to support the 
vision of schooling sketched above. One of the earliest reform agendas 
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focusing directly on students at risk came from the National Coalition of 
Advocates for Students (1985), which identified major causes of alien- 
ation and poor performance. According to this report, barriers to 
excellence begin with the various forms of discrimination that constitute 
both differential treatment in social and legal matters and differential 
access to educational, economic^ and political opportunities. Barriers in 
school include inflexibility of school structure, abuses of tracking and 
ability grouping, misuses of testing, narrowness of curriculum and. 
teaching practices, limits of vocational education, lack of support services 
for youth, lack of early childhood programs, and lack of democratic 
governance. Additionally, Parnell (1986) argues that the academic and 
vocational desert of American education is the high school general 
education program because learning then is not focused as it is in 
college-bound programs and vocational education programs. 

Designs and Guidelines for Sustained Fundamental Change 

At the time that the Advocates for Students' report was written in 
1985, there were virtually no reform agendas that addressed those 
barriers: Now there is increasing recognition that the entire educational 
system is broken, not to be repaired through piecemeal efforts and quick 
fixes. Today there is an abundance of important reform models and 
guidelines that do address these barriers directly, calling for sustained 
fundamental changes in schools. Some of these are national reports, 
such as the Carnegie Foundation's (1988) special report which states: 

Ameiica must confront, with urgency, the crisis in urban schools. Bold 
aggressive action is needed now to avoid leaving a huge and growing 
segment of the nation's youth civically unprepared and economically un- 
empowered. This nation must see the urban crisis for what it is: a major failure 
of social policy, a piecemeal approach to a problem that requires a unified 
response, (p. xv) 

Based on this analysis, the report defines four priorities tlut address the 
problems of urban schools: 

• to affirm that every student can succeed 

• to build an effective governance arrangement 

• to introduce at every school a comprehensive program of renewal 

• to create a network of support beyond the school. 

Within this frafi ework, the report discusses the importance of a core 
curricu^jm that has both coherence and connections to real-life experi- 
ences and the opportunity for flexible arrangements, including the 
concept oi a Transition School that would allow students more time and 
options for work and study outside the walls of the school. Indeed, it is 
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encouraging to learn about the number of plans offering flexible time 
and work options, often educating selected youth on community college 
campuses, as well as involving parents and businesses directly in schools. 
Examples of plans described in this report include the Middle College 
High School in Queens (Mew York), in which high school students are 
educated on a college campus; Cincinnati's Occupational Work Adjust- 
ment Program, which allows students individualized instruction, coun- 
: - seling, and income from work coordinated by the school; and the 
> national Cities-in-Schools project, which provides good counseling and 

s? help with jobs, health, and family problems. 

Additionally, there are 5ome fascinating proposals and plans for 
specific schools and school r 'stems that call for sustained fundamental 
changes.* One of the mc t promising programs is provided by the 
Corporate /Community Schjols of America (1988), which, among other 
things, closely coordl - ealth, social, and family services offered by 
the city to meet the of students without their going through as 

many layers of bureaucracy and delay as is normally the case. Addition- 
ally, educational, .business, community, and union leaders work together 
to promote change. This plan, while entirely supported by business 
contributions, is devised to function on the budget normally allotted to 
public schools and is devoted to working with urban schools to 
incorporate its principles. 

The Ohio Reading Recovery Program also has achieved dramatic 
successes and is being adopted in several states (see the National 
Diffusion Network Newsletter 1988; Pinnell et al. 1987). This program 
targets the poorest readers in the class for one-to-one planned lessons for 
30 minutes each day. Each lesson includes reading many "little" books 
and compositions. Reading and writing instruction is approached 
holistically and is designed to teach children strategies for decoding and 
comprehension monitoring. Each child participates in the program until 
he or she has developed strategies for independent learning. Then the 
strategy is discontinued, and another child enters the program. 

Finally, I would like to mention the recent movement for accelerated 
learning promoted by Levin (1987a, 1987b) and others (e.g., Cooper in 
press; Levine in press; Slavin 1987). I d example, Calfee's (1988) 



♦Sec descriptions of specific school projects throughout the Carnegie Foundation (1988) report. See 
also specific school reports such as those by Dayton Public Schools (1988), which will establish an 
alternative school and a middle college arrangement for overage high school students, and by 
Cincinnati Public Schools (1988), which will begin an alternative schools program for potential 
dropouts with highly innovative, theme*based curricula for the ninth and tenth grades. For 
additional summaries and descriptions of innovative dropout prevention programs, see Fennimore 
(in press) and the Urban Superintendents Network report (1987). For national networks and models 
for restructuring schools, see the February issue of Educational Leadership (1988; and the National 
Education Association's Visions of School Renewal (1987), which contains numerous principles for 
change as well as several samples of flexible scheduling. 
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proposal for schools for the year 2000 focuses directly o effective 
curriculum and instruction, and espouses many of the values outlined 
above in the conceptualization of schooling for students at risk. Calfee 
and his colleagues envision a major national network of schools to 
implement a cohesive model of critical literacy, an interactive learning 
environment for the classroom, the school as the center of continuing 
inquiry, and stronger linkages among school, home, and community 
resources. 

In general, common themes seem to connect many of the new 
reforms. They typically call for sustained and fundamental changes to 
reconnect students to the world of work and the broader community aid 
to provide more meaningful education. Most of them also call for more 
flexible scheduling, individualized instruction, and low student-teacher 
ratios, especially for the rich array of highly innovative dropout programs 
and dropout prevention programs. There is also very strong support for 
decentralizing schools in order to reduce the size of large urban districts 
and to provide school-based management with parental involvement and 
sometimes with parental or community control over school budgets and 
the hiring of principals. Thus, in important ways, these reform 
initiatives are asking schools to become microcommunities in which the 
school serves as the hub of the community, with many of the services 
typically provided by families and other agencies to be provided through 
schools or physically within them. At the very least, these proposals no 
longer see the purpose of schools for students at risk as merely providing 
an education. Instead, they define schools in terms of multiple functions 
to educate and reconnect students to the heart of society. 

Legislative and Financial Support 

Interestingly, massive national and state legislation supports the 
reform focus on improving instructional programs for students at risk 
and 'ncorporates many of the initiatives discussed above. New Chapter 1 
legislation, for example, states that schools that do * >t show substantial 
progress in helping students at risk must work with local education 
agencies (LEAi) to modify their instructional programs. If this locally 
developed plan does not yield significant progress, then the LEA must 
work with the state education agency (SEA), the school, and the parents 
to formulate a joint plan of action to improve the instructional program. 
Additionally, Technical Assistance Centers for Chapter 1, initially 
authorized for assistance in program evaluation, are now authorized to 
serve as change agents. Specifically, they are to assist schools with 
program improvement, iicluding identifying alternative curricula and 
effective instructional strategies— activities formerly forbidden by law! 
And there is provision for staff development as well as a new Specialty 
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Option on Curriculum and Instruction. (For a good, concise description 
comparing the legislation contained in House Rule 5 to the old law, see 
the special supplement to Education Daily 1988.) 

This legislation is supported strongly by the Council of Chief State 
School Officers' recent policy titled "Assuring Educational Success for 
Students at Risk," which was unanimously endorsed by the Council. 
This policy specifies that state laws should provide the supporting 
health, social welfare, employment, housing,. safety, transportation, and 
other human services which, together with the educational programs, are 
reasonably calculated to enable all persons to graduate from high school. 
This statement was further backed by a paper expressing the personal 
commitment of individual chief state officers to radical reform in 
elementary and secondary schools. Specifically, they referred to possible 
"state takeovers" of financially "distressed" school districts, support for 
student transfers from low-achieving schools or districts to "successful" 
locations elsewhere, and widespread utilization of knowledge gained 
from effective schools and effective teaching research as /ell as reduction 
in the concentration of low-achieving students at low-achieving schools 
(in Levine in press; see also Council of Chief State School Officers 
1987). 

Along with this support from national and state legislation for 
reform, private foundations and the business community have made 
significant contributions. The Casey Foundation, for example, recently 
gave $10-million grants to six schools that would provide some matching 
funds to design schools of the future, and the Carnegie Foundation's 
(1988) special report discusses numerous other examples. Moreover, 
articles abound in business journals, such as the Harvard Business 
Review^ and in national newspapers describing the recent involvement of 
business in supporting education. 

Limitations of Existing Initiatives 

These reports demonstrate courage, reflection, and insight, and will 
undou! tedly decrease dropout rates while increasing attendance, aca- 
demic achievement, and college attendance for many at-risk students. 
However, these reports have limitations — sometimes in what they say, 
and sometimes in what they omit. A major concern is the focus on basic 
skills, rather than on developing critical literacy, numeracy oriented to 
problem solving, creative thinking, and conceptual change. Similarly, 
there seems to be little realization of the dysfunctions of instructional 
practices associated with a curriculum of basic skills in regular classrooms 
and pullout programs such as mentioning, boring drill and practice, 
questions focused on isolated recall of facts, fragmented learning and 
instruction, dependence on unsupervised seatwork, and exercises that 
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have no meaning (Allington in press; Ascher 1987; Peterson 1987). 
Equally important, this emphasis on basic skills seems to be based 
largely on assumptions drawn from effective schools and effective 
teaching research that need to be revisited in the light of recent research 
on expert teaching and cognitive science (see below). 

Another set of problems in these current reform proposals relates to 
the role of building and classroom organization. On the one hand, there 
is some effort in a few reports to see tracking as a barrier to 
achievement. There is also a widespread emphasis on the need for 
flexible scheduling, particularly in high schools. On the other hand, 
many reports rlo not refer to the problems of segregation and poor- 
quality instruction that arise from tracking, ability grouping, and 
pullout programs for low-achieving students (e.g., Peterson 1987). It is 
imperative that the reform movement relate to the increasing body of 
literature showing that such arrangements typically produce differential 
access to educational opportunities in terms of instructional materials 
and instructional strategies (Allington in press; Ascher 1987; Good and 
Marshall 1984; Peterson 1987). That is, high-ability students consistently 
receive more active instruction, more comprehension instruction, and 
more opportunities for comprehension monitoring. In contrast, teachers 
of low-achieving students tend to assume that these students cannot 
attain higher-order objectives and consequently provide mainly drill and 
practice, decoding, and algorithms for rote memorization (see Jones in 
press; National Coalition of Advocates for Students 1985; National 
Education Association 1987; Oakes 1985; Salmons 1988; Slavin 1986). 
These problems are compounded by the lack of coordination between 
Chapter 1 instruction and that of the regular classroom, leading to 
fragmentation of learning and instruction and to lack of accountability 
for student programs (Allington in press; Ascher 1987; Gartner and 
Lipsky 1987; Peterson 1987). 

While it is exciting to hear about reforms for school-based manage- 
ment, they could be implemented in ways that are just as disastrous as 
centralized structures for governance and administration are. Specifically, 
there is a high potential that the parents and community members who 
sit on advisory counci 1 will not be informed about curriculum and 
instruction, and will ha/e heavily vested interests in basic skills, driii and 
practice, and the recall of isolated facts. Some may even believe that 
efforts to teach thinking are a form of brainwashing. More important, 
some degree of centralization in the area of curriculum and instruction 
at the elementary grades may be neeJed to assure continuity of 
instruction for the highly mobile students in urban schools. It is 
interesting to note, for example, that while most school systems are 
moving toward school-based management, Detroit noved toward more 
centralization when community/ paren .-based administrative layers 
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were removed (Michigan Public School Act, no. 71, April 14, 1982). 
However, parent involvement continues to remain high at the school 
level. 

Additionally, there seems to be little reference to the need for 
different kinds of tests. It is axiomatic that tests drive instruction, and 
many of the recommended reforms will require massive changes in 
testing to zsscss higher-order tiiinking as well as students' learning 
potential and thinking/learning strategies. In assessing learning poten- 
tial, it is not students' past experience that counts; rather, it is their 
ability" to respond to instruction. One measure of this is the Learning 
Potential and Assessment Device developed by Feuerstein and his 
colleagues (Feuerstein et al. 1985). Learning strategy tests assess stu- 
dents' knowledge and their use of specific learning strategies (for a 
discussion of the Learning and Study Skills T^.entory developed by 
Weinstein and her colleagues, see Weinstein and Underwood 1985). 
However, much more research needs to be done to develop a diversity of 
measures for all grade levels and for assessment of conceptual under- 
standing in the content areas. We aiso need more training for teachers 
and publishers so they can develop tests for use in the classroom that 
focus on higher-order thinking (see Arter and Salmon 1987; Stiggins, 
Rubel, and Quellmalz 1986). 

Finally, concerns about staffing were expressed during a recent 
planning meeting in Chicago on restructuring schools, sponsored by the 
North Central Regional Educational Laboratory. Both teachers and 
administrators were worried about the recruitment of minority teachers, 
evidence of increasing preferences for white teachers not to teach 
minority students, the commitment and quality of instruction among 
those teachers and administrators nearing retirement, and the lack of 
understanding generally of the characteristics of different types of at-risk 
students. 

To summarize, the reform movement has identified numerous 
barriers to excellence and equity, and has proposed a rich array of 
designs for tomorrow's schools, focusing on governance structures, 
scheduling, parent/community relations, more meaningful curriculum, 
and more effective instructional strategies. Moreover, there is substantial 
support from national, state, and local legislators for new reforms as well 
as increasing support in the business community. 

Concerns about the reform movement center on widespread assump- 
tions about curriculum and instruction. Specifically, it is argued that 
basic skills instruction, pullout programs, ability grouping, and tracking 
are barriers to effective instruction for low-achieving students. Moreover, 
in the light of recent research, we must reevaluate models of effective 
schools and effective teaching, as well as who teaches thinking and what 
is taught. 
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Support for reforms for students at risk marks a major turning point 
for American education. But we must take care that this now wave of 
reform focuses directly on changes in curriculum and instruction for low- 
achieving students. We must also build the foundation for these changes 
on valid models of effective learning, teaching, and instructional 
leadership. In the final analysis, schools and their governance structures 
are essentially shells or frameworks within which curriculum and 
instruction, the heart of schooling, take place. As we remodel our 
notion of schooling, so, too, must we remodel our concepts of learning, 
teaching, and leadership that will carry out the ultimate intent of the 
reforms for these students. We must keep in mind constantly the goals 
of the reform movement — namely, reconnection to the larger society, 
cognitive development, and empowerment to live and work in society 
peacefully and collaboratively. 

Vision of Learning 

Traditional Models 

The current emphasis on teaching isolated basic skills through 
extended periods of drill and practice can be traced back to behaviorism 
as a focus of psychology (Resnick 1987). Specifically, behaviorists argued 
that learning occurred through repeated associations between a stimulus 
and a response. Research indicated that learning was more effective 
when practice and feedback were distributed or spaced over different 
periods' of time. Additionally, behaviorists assumed that an individual's 
cognitive capacity to process information was limited to approximately 
seven discrete items; therefore, instruction should be presented in small 
chunks and steps. Thus, the learner was conceptualized as a passive 
person on whom information was essentially imposed by repeated 
associations. According to this view, all the learner had to do was decode 
the words (because somehow the meaning was "in" the words) and be 
exposed to various associations between stimuli and their appropriate 
responses. 

Recent Models of Learning 

It would be impossible to review here the deluge of research emerging 
from cognitive psychology, as well as research on specific subjects that 
challenges the behaviorist point of view. This research, which began in 
the early 1970s, has essentially stood behaviorism on its head by 
emphasizing the importance of what happens in the brain between the 
stimulus and the response. Today's vision of learning conceptualizes the 
model learner as someone working actively to construct meaning, to plan 
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strategically, to monitor comprehension and problem solving, to inte- 
grate new information with prior knowledge, and to apply and use what 
is learned- In this vision, comprehension is defined as an interaction 
among the reader, the text, and the context, and memory is conceptual- 
ized as a network of knowledge structures that relate information in 
many dimensions or attributes. Learning occurs as the learner calls upon 
a repertoire of cognitive and metacognitive strategies to represent and 
integrate the new information and to link it to these networks.* 

Cognitive psychologists recognize that there are differences in apti- 
tude among high- and low-achieving students. However, they consis- 
tently support teaching at-risk students a repertoire of cognitive and 
metacognitive strategies such as problem solving, representation, elabo- 
ration, summarizing, clarifying, using graphic organizers and organiza- 
tional patterns, comprehension monitoring, self-questioning, verbal self- 
instruction and self-regulation, hypothec^ generation, and study skills 
(Jones, Tinzmann et al. 1987; Palincsar and Brown 1985; Peterson 1987; 
Schoenfeld 1988, Singer and Donlan 1982; Weinstein and Mayer 1986). 
In fact, they argue that training in generalizable cognitive strategies has 
more powerful and longer-lasting effects than does teaching discrete 
cognitive skills (Bransford et al. 1986; Corno and Snow 1986). This is 
particularly true for students at risk. However, there is substantial 
evidence in this same literature that students at risk may not apply these 
strategies spontaneously without sustained, explicit strategy instruction. 

An example of such a strategy is one that my colleagues and I now 
refer to as S2ROS: (1) Suwey the text, looking for specific types of text 
structures; (2) Represent the structure (organizational pattern) in a 
mental picture or graphic; (3) Read to refine or modify the mentai 
representation, clarify what, is unclear, and monitor comprehension; (4) 
Outline the text using graphic organizers that reflect the text structure; 
and (5) Summarize the outline, using the graphic organizer to structure 
the summary (for a description of these procedures, see Jones, Pierce, 
and Hunter in press). In this strategy, the learnei uses various gtaphic 
outlines to help represent, outline, and summarize the information. 
Organizational patterns used in this strategy include theme and support- 
ing statements; compare and contrast; sequence of events, including 
stages in a life cycle; and problem and solution (Jones, Tinzmann et al. 
1987; see also Jones, Pierce, ard Hunter in press). What follows is an 
example of a model learner applying this strategy to a history t<vxt: 



♦In reading, see Anderson et al. (1985); Jones, Palincsar et al. (1987); Paris, Lipson, and 
Wixson (1983); Pearson and Johnson (1978); and Ticrncy, Rcadcncc, and Dishncr 
(1988). In mathematics, sec Linquist (in press); Schoenfeld (1985, 1988); Silver (1985); 
and Educational Psychologist (1988). In science, sec Anderson and Smith (1987); and 
Carey (1986). 
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He reads the section title: Why Did the English Come to the New World?... 
"Hmmm, there must be reasons why the Englishmen came to the new world." 
His finger moves to the first subtitle, which he reads: America Offered the 
Chance to Make a Better Living. "There's a reason why they came to the new 
world." His finger then moves to the second subtitle:" 'America Offered 
Freedom of Worship. "That's also a reason why they came to the nev/ world." 
His finger moves to the third subtitle.... He looks up to reflect. "So from here \ % . 
can make a spider map." . le draws an imaginary spider map with a central H 
node on the pages of his textbook. "Why did the English come to the new 
world? goes in the middle, the central node of the map. Freedom of worship, 
better living, and possibility of sharing in government go on the other sides." 
He draws three imaginary legs of the spider map. 

He looks at the questions at the end of the section.... (2) What were some 
of the important reasons that brought English settlers to the new world? "Well, 
I just read three or four reasons that brought English settlers to the new 
world." (3) What was a trading company? "Well, I don't know what a fading 
company was; I have to read to find out that answer." (4) How were the 
trading cornpan/es... T^Hmmrn, trading companies again...the trading compa- 
nies must be important because they ask two questions about them." 

He turns to the second section of the chapter, placing his finger on the 
section title: How Did Virginia Become the First Successful English Colony? 
"How...when I see the word 'how,' I think of events." His finger moves to the 
first subtitle: Sir Walter Raleigh's Attempt to Start a Colony Fails. "That's an 
event." He pauses, with a brief glance back to the title, then to the subtitle. 
"But [the subtitle] said [the colony] failed, but [the title] said it became the first 
successful English coiony. That's strange." He begins to skim the paragraph 
below the subtitle. "I see North Carolina. [Walter Raleigh] must have failed in 
North Carolina before he became successful in Virginia." His finger moves to 
the second subtitle: English Settle in Jamestown.... "That's an event on how 
Virginia became the first successful English colony." Jamestown Settlers 
Encountered Difficulties. He looks up to reflect. "So, they must have had 
problems before the colony t3came successful. Over here there's a map." He 
scans the map briefly with his finger, saying, "Pennsylvania. Here's Virginia 
and Jamestown. Jamestown is a city of Virginia. Here's North Carolina, the 
s*^e under Virginia." He pauses a moment, then places his finger on the third 
suuiitle for this section.... 



I have focused on this example for two reasons: (1) it demonstrates 
the complexity of skilled learning and the learner's coordination of 
cognitive and metacognitive strategies, and (2) the student who demon- 
strated the "think aloud" strategy for a video teleconference is the same 
student described previously as Harlow (Jones et al. 1988). Interestingly, 
members of the audience commented that we should not have picked 
such a skilled learner to demonstrate strategies for the average student! 
Unfortunately, while Harlow can apply this strategy comfortably to 
various texts and has commented repeatedly on how easy it is, whether 
oi not he actually uses this strategy will depend on the tests he is given. 
If he continues to be tested only for recall of isolated facts, he probably 
will not use the strategy. It will also depend on whether or not his 
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teachers encourage him to use it— which leads to the question of 
defining roles for effective teaching. 

Effective Teaching 
Traditional Models 

Clearly, it is not within the scope of this chapter to review the various 
models for effective teaching. However, one widely used model from 
that strand of research is illustrative. In 1983, Roscnshine (1983) defined 
the teaching functions from effective classrooms in an award-winning 
article (see also Rosenshine 1986). These functions include the follow- 
ing: review prior learning, present material in small steps with explana- 
tions and active student practice after each step, provide for understand- 
ing, provide systematic feedback and testing, and so on. 

Although all of these functions are important, this model and others 
like it omit many of the values and strategics associated with expert 
teaching and cognitive instruction. That is, the functions above do not 
provide for anchoring the instruction in functional contexts (e.g., 
Bransford et al. 1986; Stitch and Hickey in press), effectively teaching 
students to become strategic learners (e.g., Paris, Lipson, and Wixson 
1983), or teaching for conceptual change (Anderson and Smith 1987). 

For example, cognitive psychologists such as Winograd and Hare (in 
press) define explicit instruction very differently from the notion of 
direct instruction implied in various effective teaching models. In the 
latter, direct or explicit instruction means that the teacher presents a 
skill as an end in itself and explains how to use it with guided practice 
and comprehension monitoring. In contrast, explicit instruction from 
the perspective of cognitive psychologists means that the teacher presents 
the skill as a means to learning the content, models the application of 
specific thinking strategies, explains why they are important and when 
to use them, and provides extensive coaching for transfer that goes far 
beyond guided practice with feedback. In this version, the focus is on 
teaching students to be strategic learners, and the instruction is anchored 
in content instruction and use. 

There is another problf with the effective teaching model. Its thrust 
toward teacher-directed instruction is antithetical to recent literature on 
collaborative learning (e.g., Educational Leadership 1987) that advocates 
teaching students to become independent learners who are capable of 
evaluating their own learning (Palincsar 1987), and indeed encourages 
reforms for critical literacy In a biting criticism of the effective teaching 
model, Wise characterizes it jls leading to an "educational world" in 
which "passive learners" are "fed basic skills in bit-sized chunks to be 
regurgitated on command before the next scrap of spartan fare can be 
served," and in which, .nere is a lack of concern for such themes as 
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j "individualism, individual freedom, creativity, analytical thinking, and 

international competitiveness of the twenty-first century" (Levine in 
press). 

Renewed Models of Effective Teaching 

In a recent analysis of the research on effective teaching, Brophy 
(1988) argues that since most of the effective teaching research has been 
conducted with students in classrooms using Chapter 1 funding, the 
model is appropriate for students at risk. He also acknc vledges, 

. however, that it needs to be extended to include the teaching of 

cognitive and metacognitive strategics. While these modificatioas are 

^ vital, and Brophy is to be commended for identifying this need for 

adaptation, they do not fully address the criticisms above (sec Jones and 
Friedman 1988). 

Moreover, there is a flourishing literature on expert teaching and 
cognitive instruction to guide reform. Some of these visions of teaching 
and schooling are;general but would benefit students at risk especially. 
Shulman's (1987) model, for example, emphasizes comprehension and 
reasoning, transformation, and reflection, and provides a useful portrait 
of an expert teacher. In Rcigeluth's (1987) model of schooling, teachers 
are guides who orchestrate the resources of schools, parents, and 
community as well as of richly stocked learning labs and cluster schools. 
I would also refer the reader to the articles on collegial learning in 
Educational Leadership (1987), as well as to Collins, Brown, and 
Newman (in press) for a discussion of the principles of instruction 
involved in the most successful instructional interventions from cognitive 
psychology. 

Other principles of learning and instruction from cognitive psychology 
address students at risk specifically. Jenkins, Pious, and Peterson (in 
press) have examined effective and ineffective instruction for learning- 
disabled students and for educable mentally retarded students in 
different categories. They argue that the most successful instruction in 
thes* f2>t-gories is more similar than different and question the value of 
separate instruction. 

Additionally, Brown, Palincsar, and Purcell (1986) have written an 
excellent article entitled "Poor Readers: Teach, Don't Label" in which 
they argue that poor readers have become poor readers largely by being 
successful in the substandard fare of . basic skills iastruction offered to 
them in most schools. They call for integrating instruction for students 
at risk into, the regular classroom, provided that it is academically rich 
and that the teacher offers effective cognitive instruction. Reciprocal 
teaching is an example of a cognitive instruction developed by Palincsar 
and Brown (1985) for low- achieving students. This approach teaches 
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students four strategies— self-questioning, clarifying, summarizing, and 
predicting— in the context of a dialogue between the teacher and 
students during which the teacher gradually transfers responsibility for 
learning to the students. Other examples of cognitive instruction 
appropriate for students at risk may be found in works related to the 
concept of strategic teaching (sec Jones, Palincsar ct al. 1987; Jones, 
Tinzmann ct al. 1987; Palincsar ct al. 1986). 

Models of reform for students at isk should take into consideration 
the differences in models from expert teaching and cognitive instruction, 
as distinct from traditional models of effective teaching. However, it is 
hoped that future models of effective teaching will incorporate more 
folly the research from expert teaching and cognitive instruction, so that 
effective teaching will be closer to the meaning of expert teaching. 

Instructional Leadership and Effective Schools 
Tiaditional Visions 

The May 1988 issue of Education and Urban Society focuses on the 
reform theme "Rethinking School Leadership." Several articles feature 
analyses of instructional leadership. To my dismay, all of them drew 
their definitions and frames of reference from the literature on 
leadership, school culture and organization, and the sociology of the 
classroom. Certainly all of these topics are important for effective school 
functioning. However, not one of the authors typically writes about 
curriculum and instruction, and in the entire issue, there were almost no 
references to research on expert teaching, staff development, curriculum 
and instruction, or instruction in any of the content areas! This tendency* 
to define instructional leadership exclusively in terms of leadership 
rather than instruction is not limited to this one publication; rather, it 
runs throughout the literature on instructional leadership. 

There is an equivalent lack of focus on curriculum and instruction in 
the literature on effective schools. In general, this literature still focuses 
largely on strong leadership, high expectations for students, accountabil- 
ity for teachers, monitoring of student progress, teaching of skills to all 
students, and clarity of curriculum objectives. All of these factors are 
indeed vital to establishing an effective school, to be sure. Nevertheless, 
it is questionable whether principals, superintendents, and other instruc- 
tional leaders can make appropriate decisions about curriculum, instruc- 
tion, and grouping, when so much of the literature they read docs not 
address these problems directly and in depth. 

Renewed Visions 

Happily, some effective school researchers do focus on the changes in 
curriculum and instruction needed for students at risk. Pink and Liebert 
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(1986), for example, discuss the inadequacies of school leadership for 
instruction, of basals jn general, and of instruction for students at risk, 
as well as other barriers rc effective instruction. Among other things, 
they recommend (1) developing district reading objectives based on an 
analysis of students' needs and reasons tor student failure, rather than 
on the content of the basals; (2) aligning the basal text to these 
objectives, (3) extending reading instruction for low-uchicving students 
to focus on reading for meaning and reading to learn instead of on 
learning, isolated subskills, and (4) providing staff development for 
teachers and building leadership that focuses on issues of curriculum and 
instruction. 

Stcdman (1988) argues that the Ast of correlates for effective schools 
should be amended to provide (1) academically rich programs that stress 
cognitive development^ not just b- ic skills; (2) attention to goals 
involving cultural pluralism and multicultural education; ,(3) cooperation 
between educators and parct • and (4) emphasis on solving students' 
pcrsoral problems and developing their social skills. 

Lcvinc and his colleagues (Lcvinc this volume and in press; Lcvinc 
and Cooper in press) have written excellent discussions relating explicit 
comprehension instruction, strategic teaching, and the characteristics of 
effective comprehension instruction for low-achieving students to the 
effective schools movement and the process of school change. They also 
discuss the need for better models of teacher education as vital links in 
the change process. Clearly, we must a^ply all that we know about 
learning and teaching to improve models of teacher education. 

Finally, Sizcr (in Brandt 1988) discusses what is probably one of the 
most serious problems of curriculum and instruction for all students, 
and especially for low-achieving students: the sheer amount of informa- 
tion that students arc expected to learn (Peterson 1987). It is outrageous 
and highly destructive to the learning process for students to have 
textbooks with 500-700 pages of facts and details with no guidelines as 
to how to select, sequence, or prioritize; with few summaries, questions, 
or highlights of key information; and with little emphasis on strategics 
to help students understand key concepts and applications of what they 
read (Tyson -Bernstein 1988). Sizcr argues that it is vital in this wave of 
reform to establish what is essential to teach and for what purposes, and 
to have instructional leaders committed to implementing such reforms. 

Changes in Who Teaches Thinking 

Who teaches thinking? The answer to this question determines to a 
great extent how thinking will be taught. If it is taught in a skills 
course, objectives for skills and strategies will drive the sequencing of 
instruction. If it is taught in the context of a content course, content 
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objectives will drive the sequencing of instruction. There is considerable 
debate as to which context is more effective for teaching at-risk students. 
On the one hand, Feuerstein and his colleagues (Feuerstein et al. 1985) 
argue that low-achieving students may experience cognitive overload if 
tHey must learn both content and skills simultaneously. Accordingly, 
they have developed Instrumental Enrichment as an adjunct program, 
using content-free geometric shapes and pictures. Most other adjunct 
programs for teaching thinking, however, use a combination of prose 
and visual formats. On the other hand, others argue that instruction 
should be content driven because a substantial part of skills and 
strategies is content specific and because it typically does not transfer 
easily to other areas (Resnick 1987). 

. In a sense, both arguments are true. Thus, the position taken here is 
that content-driven skills instruction, in which skills are learned as a 
means to learning the content or solving problems, is generally 
preferable, unless students are having great difficulty with the content. 
In this event, additional strategy instruction might be very helpful, 
provided that transfer is built into the instruction and that the substance 
of the adjunct program is well coordinated with the content courses. 

What Skills and Strategies Are Taught 

To some extent this issue has already been discussed. However, the 
importance of moving students at risk from "LOTS" (low-order 
thinking skills) to "HOTS" (higher-order thinking skills) cannot be 
overemphasized. We can no longer continue to assign high-achieving 
students to a HOTS curriculum and low-achieving students to a LOTS 
curriculum on grounds of equity or quality of instruction. All too often, 
teaching basic skills means teaching low-achieving students many 
fragmented skills in contexts that are boring and demoralizing, while 
high-achieving students in the next room are enjoying a challenging 
curriculum and sustained instruction focusing on essential skills for 
critical thinking and problem solving. To put it simply, low-achieving 
students ar unlikely to become productive citizens if they are never 
given the same opportunities to participate that high-achieving students 
are. 

We must be careful as to what skills are taught, however. According 
to Feuerstein and his colleagues (Feuerstein et al. in press), many of the 
programs for higher-order thinking are not appropriate for low-achieving 
students because these students may need prerequisite instruction. At 
the same time, there seem to be some core thinking skills that are 
research based and apply across a variety of content areas, although there 
may u r varying definitions as to what these would be. For example, 
Marzano and his colleagues (Marzano et al. 1988) have identified 21 
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core skills that would be appropriate for schools that are teaching 
essential skills, rather than a hierarchy of skills and subskills (compare 
Jones, Tinzmann et al. 1987). But there may be considerable variation 
in defining such skills and implementing them systematically in the 
curriculum. 

A final issue in considering what is taught is the notion that while 
some subject areas such as mathematics are clearly hierarchical in natuie, 
there is little evidence to suggest that younger students and low- 
achieving students must learn low-order skills before learning higher- 
order ones in the language arts. There is ample evidence, however, that 
primary students can learn to summarize, clarify, question themselves, 
and regulate their learning processes in important ways (e.g., Palincsar 
and Brown 1985). This is not to say that it is easy to teach them; to the 
contrary, as stated above, they need sustained instruction. Rather, the 
intent here is to challenge the widespread practice of teaching skills in 
each course of study according to a lock-step sequence based on a 
taxonomy, regardless of the context. 

In closing, it is important to emphasize again that there is substantial 
funding available for schooling from public resources, private founda- 
tions, and businesses, and these monies are likely to increase in future 
years. The 'budget for Chapter 1^ is now $3.9 billion, the federal 
government's largest investment nreducation, and there is language in 
this budget to^pply it for alternative curricula, schoolwide instruction 
programs, and better coordination of Chapter 1 programs with the 
regular classroom. Moreover, many of the funds from businesses, private 
foundations, and states allow for coordinating and integrating many 
support services to schools to address the social, physical, and economic 
needs of students at risk. If ever there was a time to experiment and 
reform, to enact one's hopes fdr future generations, to be pioneers and 
model c for years to come, it is now. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. How has the population of at-risk students changed since studies were 
made of disadvantaged youths in the 1960s, and what effects are 
these changes likely to have on American society? 

2. What are the characteristics of skilled learning behavior, and how do 
these differ from the fragmented, short- term responses often made by 
at-risk students? 

3. What does the learning model presented in the example above teach 
the student (Harlow) about metacognitive activity during his 
studying? . 

QO 

O 98 

ERIC 



4. If teachers actually use strategic instruction with at-risk students, what 
assumed practices may they need to change? 
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6. INTELLECTUAL ASSESSMENT OF 
AT-RISK STUDENTS: CLASSIFICATION 
VS. INSTRUCTIONAL GOALS* 

by Trevor E. Sewell 



Should the outcome of psychological services in the schools be judged 
by the scientific and technical properties of the assessment instruments 
used? Or, rather, should psychological services be evaluated by the quality 
of the instructional outcome achieved for children? From whatever 
perspective one examines the controversy over testing in America's 
schools, a central issue is the key sole played by IQ in determining special 
class placement. If one assumes that the central purpose of testing is 
selection and classification, then scientific support for the IQ test is 
indeed impressive, although also controversial But if the quality of 
educational programming becomes the conceptual basis for testing, then 
the psychometric tradition is brought into conflict with the practical need 
to link testing to instructional goals. In the education of at-risk students, 
this conflict is central to understanding the role assessment can play in 
both instruction and curricular planning. 

The following facsimile letter was sent from the Superintendent of 
Schools in a hypothetical urban school district to the Director of Special 
Education Services in that same district: 

Dear Dr. Jane Doe: 

Thank you for the excellent report on the status of special 
education in the district. You have done a commendable job in 
providing detailed information on the type of children we serve 
and the nature of the services provided to these children and their 
families. Your report, however, has generated the following 
concerns: 

First, the disproportionate overrept;esentation of ethnic minority 
children in the mildly educable classes is alarming. Can this 
factor be accounted for by the existence of a high percentage of 
at-risk or economically disadvantaged children in the district, the 
assessment procedures, or merely a continuation of traditional 
professional practices in special education? 

*I wish to express profound appreciation to Calvin F. Nodine and Vivian D Price for 
theif thoughtful comments on this chapter. 
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Second, is it unreasonable that I should be deeply concerned 
with the glaring underrepresentation of ethnic minority students 
in the classes for gifted and talented students? 

Finally, the report, although documenting impressively the 
services provided for the mildly educable mentally retarded 
children in self-contained classes, has not included any evalua- 
tion data on the effectiveness of these programs. 

In light of these observations, there seem to be compelling; 
reasons to-raise critical questions about our assessment procedures, 
the effectiveness of the services provided mildly retarded students, 
and, more importantly, the extent to which assessment and 
diagnostic information are linked to the instructional needs of 
children. 

I would greatly appreciate your sharing your thinking on these 
issues with me at your earliest convenience. 

Yours sincerely, 

John Q. Leader 
Superintendent of Schools 

I will not respond specifically to the superintendent's concerns. 
However, the issues I will raise in this chapter regarding the assessment 
of at-risk children, and especially minority children, are deeply embed- 
... ded in the concerns noted in his letter. My objective is to discuss 
assessment from the practical perspective of the needed intervention for 
children who are at risk of academic failure. The concerns raised by the 
superintendent are much more than the abstract scientific issues being 
debated by academic psychologists. They are the central political and 
legal issues in our society which are intertwined with the social problems 
of restricted educational opportunities. 

The recognized cultural gap between socioeconomic classes is perhaps 
the primary causal factor to which low academic test scores are 
attributed. Thus, there is a widely held position that performance, on 
standardized tests— largely requiring acquired knowledge— is invariably 
influenced by cultural and educational exposure. If one subscribes to the 
hypothesis that culturally loaded tests are biased against those whose 
experiential background is appreciably different from that of middle- 
class children, then the evidence of cultural distinctiveness among many 
low test performers is pervasive. 

Most academic psychologists are intimately aware of the favorable 
conditions under which the majority of America's children are reared. 
They know of the level of physical, social, and psychological care 
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provided, and they know of the quality of the cognitive stimulation 
associated with middle-class child-rearing practices. They know of the 
emotional investment of parents in transmitting culturally important 
elements of the dominant, society, and they know, too, of the care with 
which experiences or stimuli are selected, filtered, and presented to 
children. 

There is, however, another social reality faced by those to whom we 
refer as at risk. These children live in a world in which although 
biological dysfunction may be absent, the dehumanizing nature of the 
social conditions will frequently result in differential risk for impaired 
cognitive development, if corrective intervention is not undertaken. The 
recognition of this adverse social reality is implicit in the question raised 
by Scarr (1981b): "How many more disadvantaged children would ha^e 
been bright if they had had middle-class gestation arid rearing condi- 
tions?" (p. 68). 

Professional psychologists and educators tend to contrast the physical 
environments of advantaged and disadvantaged children, and conclude 
that the cognitive performance of the poor can be logically explained by 
such a disparity. Given the known connections among cognitive perfor- 
mance, health, nutrition, and family socioeconomic stanus (Birch and 
Gussow 1970), this line of reasoning seems to be based on sound 
empirical evidence. But shouldn't the subtle impact of the sociopolitical 
system also be factored into this causal explanation? Ginsburg (1986) 
and Ogbu (1978) have alerted us to the consequences of the behavior 
and belief systems associated with class and caste status. From this 
perspective it is reasonable to ask, To what extent is the motivation to 
learn or to perform on tests shaped by the implicit belief that 
socioeconomic rewards are predetermined by one's race or place in the 
social system? To what degree are learning outcomes influenced by 
teacher expectations (Rosenthal and Jacobson 1964), as well as by school 
policies that arc linked to social class, ideological position, and 
, occupational stratification? Given the evidence that poverty is not an 
insurmountable obstacle to high academic achievement for those who 
are disadvantaged in a social sense (Edmonds 1986), perhaps v/e need to 
reconceptualize performance expectations in order to nullify our own 
self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Over fifteen years ago in a perceptive, yet cynical observation, Stein 
(1971) identified strategies for failure that are quite relevant today as 
society apparently retreats from basic standards of fairness for minorities. 
Citing the high rate of functional illiteracy among students in Black and 
Puerto Rican schools after eight years of schooling, she posed a 
provocative question: Could this extraordinary record of failure be 
attributed primarily to "professional" educators? Stein explicitly argued 
that the responsibility for unacceptable levels of failure must be shared 
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with the business community, city politicians, the courts, housing 
authorities, and the medical community which provided active support 
for persistent failure. This line of reasoning provides the context in 
which we can examine the policies by which many educational systems 
over past decades have met a perceived goal of reproducing the labor 
force. Perhaps inadvertently, schools have perpetuated a differential 
pattern of social class achievement by supporting curriculum and 
administrative structures designed to ensure that the nation's need for 
professionals, as well as for low-status workers, will be met by the 
existing social and ethnic stratification found in the labor market. There 
is a striking paradox, however, in the public's perception of who should 
be blamed for the failure of our schools to meet the needs of society. 
Although business leaders are the most persistent critics of American 
education's poor products, many do not see themselves as having any 
responsibility for helping to correct the schools' problems. The chairman 
of the Xerox w Corporation forcefully articulated this view in a message to 
1988 presidential candidates. Without citing business as sharing any 
responsibility for the academic outcomes of schools, he denounced 
education as a failed monopoly that produces workers with "a 50 
percent defect rate" (New York Times 1987). 

Although much of the controversy and many of the legal battles that 
center around testing focus largely on cultural bias factors, the emotional 
arguments generated from the theoretical perspective that tests measure 
immutably fixed, innate intellectual capacity must be critically scruti- 
nized relative .to the practice of teaching intellectual skills. 

Whatever constitutes intelligence includes thinking skills. Stated from 
another perspective, effective thinking bears a close relationship to what 
is referred to as intellectual competence (Sternberg 1987). Thus, the 
underlying psychological theory of the nature of intelligence is a critical 
issue, particularly with respect to Blacks who constitute a large percent- 
age of the at-risk population. 

It is most encouraging that psychologists and educators who advocate 
intellectual-skills training programs are not taking their cues from what 
standard IQ tests measure. Rather, they have found the notion of fixed, 
innate abilities conceptually incompatible with their objective of teach- 
ing critical arid creative thinking to all youngsters (^euerstein 1980). 
What remains to be conclusively demonstrated to critics of this position, 
however, is evidence the intellectual competence of at-risk children can 
actually be raised (Reynolds 1987). 

When viewed in a historical context, this criticism suggests that 
arguments supporting the cultural bias hypothesis in assessment have 
not been convincing and that forces advocating biological determinism 
in intellectual competence are still alive and wdl in American psycholo- 
gy. However, the instructional methods derived from this point of view 
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arc hot well formulated. Biological determinism, which has been 
unresponsive to reason, logic, and data, is an ideological force that 
reinforces and perpetuates ineffective educational practices for at-risk 
children who arc in need of creative assessment and intervention 
strategies. 

In spite of the adverse educational consequences associated with IQ 
testing, and the legal victories in which charges of cultural bias were not 
refuted by the defendants (e.g., Larry P. v. Wilson Riles 1979), 
empirical data based on psychometric and statistical analysis have 
provided formidable support for the validity of IQ testing (Jensen 1980). 
The enormous body of data amassed to support the technical properties 
of IQ tests and the assertion that such tests arc not significantly biased 
have not helped to defuse the criticism that these tests have question- 
able educational benefit in assessing children's intellect. We should note 
that even when an IQ test is viewed as unbiased with respect to a certain 
class of criteria, it is widely believed thar the question of bias is 
formulated and defined too narrowly (Sternberg 1987; Schcuncman 
1987). But even if we assume, for the sake of practice, that an IQ test is 
unbiased, there is doubt as to whether the evidence of instructional 
benefits exists (Heller, Holtzman, and Mcssick 1982). 

Should, then, the outcome of psychological services in the schools be 
judged by the scientific and technical properties of the assessment 
instruments u*ed? Or, rather, should psychological services be eva' utcd 
by the quality of the instructional outcome achieved for children? ^ct us 
examine these questions. 



TESTING FOR INSTRUCTIONAL OUTCOME 

From whatever perspective one examines the com wcrsy over testing 
in America's schools, a central issue is the key rolt clayed by IQ in 
determining special class placement. This psychometric measure is 
rooted in Binct's (Binct and Simon 1916) conception of a test design to 
sort, rank, and classify children who could not profit from regular class 
instruction. Within t'.is practical framework, the full weight of scientific 
psychology supports the IQ test. 

If one assumes that the central purpose of testing is selection and 
classification, then scientific support for the IQ test is indeed impressive, 
although controversial. The technical adequacy of the IQ test for 
predicting academic achievement justifies the contention that the test is 
valid for all subgroups of the population (Cleary ct al. 1975; Jensen 
1980). But if the quality of educational programming becomes the 
conceptual basis for testing, or if the search for more effective 
instructional methods is a key reason for testing, then the psychometric 
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tradition is brought into conflict with the practical need to link testing 
to instructional goals (Sewell 1979, 1987). The psychometric goal does 
not deal with a major focus of the IQ critics, which is the social policy 
consequences of testing; nor does it 4 'provide the kinds of information 
about process that seems to be necessary for an effective training 
program that seeks, in fact, to train students in the process (or products) 
of learning" (Wagner and Sternberg 1984, p. 193). 

Although measurement technology has improved substantially over 
the past fifty years, psychologists have largely failed to focus on the 
distinction "between tests designed for understanding the processes 
involved in learning and those used to rank orclassify individuals on the 
basis of educational products. 

If the accountability demanded by today's educational reform move- 
ment should be extended to testing practices, we need to raise a number 
of measurement issues in reference to achievement outcomes. Most 
central is the concern over the issue of instructional validity as a 
technical feature concerned with the assessment benefits to children. 
Why hasn't this issue been raised more frequently in psychometric 
methodology? Also, should one interpret the information derived from 
the: psychometric instruments designed for the specific goal .of selection 
and classification as implying instructional relevance as well? The answer 
is No because of the fundamental distinction between product and 
process goals. The distinction between testing for classification, in which 
questions of validity and test bias have generated a stream of controver- 
sy, and assessing in order to enhance instructional outcomes must be 
recognized. 

One observer of the outcome of the psychometric approach (Elliott 
1987) has pointed out that a low score on a college admissions test will 
mean one will not be selected to attend the college of his or her choice. 
Similarly, a low score on an employment test will mean the applicant 
will not be hiied or the employee will not be promoted. However, a low 
score on an IQ test usually means the student will be selected for special 
education placement. If the purpose of testing in schools is reconceptual- 
ized so "testing and teaching become integral events," as Glaser (1985) 
suggests, pedagogical concerns should dictate that low scores on assess- 
ment instruments lead to differential instructional strategies. Instruction- 
al decisions should be based on intraindividual performance. Low scores 
should facilitate and inform instructional actions, thus effectively linking 
assessment information to the educational needs of the particular child. 

EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE USE OF IQ DATA 

Whether one interprets the history of IQ testing as "one of 
psychology's greatest achievements' ' (Herrnstein 1973) or as "one of its 




most shameful moments" (Kamin 1974; Scarr 1981a), there is a growing 
suspicion that IQ testing of poor and minority children simply perpetu- 
ates social myths and restricts access to educational, opportunities. 
Nevertheless, support for the perspective that IQ testing is indeed a 
laudable accomplishment rests partially on the questionable perception 
that 'Testing on a broad scale was adopted by the schools to improve 
the opportunities of lower?SES and minority children for selection into 
educationally and occupationally advantaged positions and to reduce the 
pervasive class and ethnic bias of personal judgment" (Scarr 1981b, p. 

4 )- 

In a balanced presentation centered around the use of IQ tests, 
Travers (1982) highlighted the proponents' position that IQ tests offer 
the best chance for individuals of disadvantaged background to achieve 
competitive advantage in occupational selection. In line with this 
position, the subjective and qualitative assessments associated with 
teachers' ratings have been persistently depicted as potentially more 
discriminatory than the test. This line of reasoning presents a rather 
striking conceptual confusion because of the failure of psychologists to 
differentiate between testing for instructional purposes and testing to 
determine eligibility for occupational selection or special class place- 
ment. Moreover, when the educational use of an IQ test is viewed 
within the historical context, it is difficu't to defend the position that it 
was widely adopted in the interest of lo\ er-SES and minority children. 

To the contrary, we find substantial evidence that IQ tests have been 
used to restrict the educational opportunities of minority children. The 
narrow technical sense in which testing issues are analyzed has not 
always taken into account the issue of fairness or the implications of the 
impact of ideological views on institutional practices. For example, when 
launching the prestigious Stanford-Binet Intelligence Test, Terman 
(1916) stated that all Blacks, Spanish-Indians, and Mexicans should be 
segregated into special classes because they could not master abstraction. 

In the 1980s, if minorities are still being victimized by the degrada- 
tion inherent in segregation, massive and persistent unemployment, 
pervasive and increasing violations of civil rights, and social isolation, 
isn't it indeed amazing and inconceivable that in the early 1900s, with 
his insight and conceptual ability to contribute so profoundly to 
psychometric theory and development, Terman lacked the insight to 
realize that sociocultural factors significantly influence test performance? 
It seems reasonably clear that the obvious and fundamental reason for 
this line of test interpretation was that prevailing psychological theories 
relative to minorities blended harmoniously with the demands of the 
social order. Psychologists used the IQ as ' 'scientific" support for a 
narrow definition of cducability, which historically has effectively 
excluded minorities (Snow 1982). Thus, the educational practices of 
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tracking, segregation, and special class placement have been deeply 
embedded in the very foundations of the testing movement. 

The social and political realities for minorities have radically shifted 
from the exclusionary educational policies of the past to an increasing 
emphasis on equity. Consequently, our current educational use of tests 
needs to be grounded in sound professional practices conceptualized to 
remediate cognitive and educational deficiencies. Fortunately, an in- 
creasingly influential group of cognitive psychologists and educators 
(Feuerstein 1980; Sternberg 1987) has been motivated by their views of 
intellectual* competence to participate actively in shaping educational 
policy and curricula by promoting thinking-skills training programs for 
many at-risk student groups. 

TEACHING THINKING SKILLS 

The consequence of a growing interest in teaching thinking has been 
the development of a diverse set of p re-establishment cognitive pro- 
grams geared to a wide range of age and ability groups. Also reflected in 
this diversity of programs is a cognitive framework in which the program 
goals are developed. Whether one argues that a goal of teaching 
thinking should be to remedy particular deficiencies in cognition (Baron 
and Sternberg 1987) or to frame the program in a broader concept of 
"cognitive modifiability," which refers to the expectation of structural 
changes facilitated by program intervention (Feuerstein 1980), the 
implicit assumption is that higher-level problem-solving skills are 
required for educational success. Thus, for at-risk children who are 
especially vulnerable to developmental problems in cognitive function- 
ing, the teaching of thinking fits a primary educational goal for 
enhancing students' intellectual development in school. 

To this end, a cognitive skills training program (Sewell et al. 1984) 
with a special focus on educable mentally retarded (EMR) children was 
undertaken in an urban school district. In describing this program, we 
focus on the institutional intrigues of implementing a cognitive skills 
program, rather than on its general results. The cognitive skills program 
was advocated and implemented to focus attention on low-intellectual- 
aptitude students with the intent of achieving the following objectives: 
(1) to encourage administrators and teachers to act toward these students 
in curriculum planning as if the students were capable of developing 
higher levels of problem-solving skills; (2) to expose children systemati- 
cally to a thinking-skills program that could be integrated into the 
school's regular curriculum; and (3) to determine the effect of the 
curriculum-based thinking-skills program in facilitating cognitive skills 
development and academic achievement— both process and product. 

Perhaps educators might recommend a thinking-skills program be- 



cause of its emphasis on broad, well-articulated goals such as "making 
students better all-round thinkers" (Sternberg 1987) or as "a pre- 
requisite for good citizenship" (Nickerson 1987). In this instance, 
however, the low cognitive and academic performance of students in 
EMR classes presented a compelling reason to solicit support for a 
particular kind of thinking-skills program. We should note that the 
professional decision alone of placing mildly retarded children in self- 
contained special education classes — based on the rationale that available 
special resources, specialized curricula, and individualized teaching 
strategies would produce educational benefits — was not productive. 
And, in fact, efficacy studies have not supported the assumption that 
special instructional programs alone produce beneficial effects for the 
mildly retarded (Glass 1985; Carlberg and Kavale 1980). 

If the effectiveness of special education has not been demonstrated, 
then the adequacy of the instructional program must be brought into 
sharp focus. Based on traditional practice, one can also argue that 
diagnostic and placement decisions occur independently of evaluation 
data about the quality of instruction to which the child has been 
exposed in regular classrooms. Since academic performance plays a 
pivotal role in the process of referral and classification for EMR 
placement, an evaluation of the adequacy of the learning opportunities 
in regular education for disadvantaged arid minority children should be 
required prior to placement decisions. Systematic instructional interven- 
tion, whether in special or regular education, is necessary for at-risk 
children. The teaching of thinking skills is perhaps a defensible 
mechanism to provide instructional intervention in either setting. 

In the study described, the teachers of five special education classes 
volunteered to implement the program. Six all-day training sessions 
were held for these teachers. The training focused on two goals: (1) to 
introduce the theoretical principles underlying the thinking-skills train- 
ing program, and (2) to emphasize the importance of transfer to the 
regular school curriculum in the ceaching of the program. 

The teachers' enthusiasm for the program was the most powerful 
force found in the implementation process. Teachers convinced parents 
and school administrators not only that the program was in the best 
interest of a small group of children, but also that its availability in the 
classroom projected the view that the school was receptive to innovative 
instructional strategies and that the school's approach to EMR children 
implied these youngsters are capable of higher levels of cognitive 
functioning. 

Perhaps the combination of teacher enthusiasm and parental involve- 
ment generated the unparalleled level of student motivation. The 
opportunity for these school-certified EMR students to demonstrate the 
instruments of the thinking-skills program to students in regular 
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classrooms further strengthened the*, motivation to improve their overall 
levels of adaptive functioning. Furt ^rmore, when a parent made a 
highly unusual visit to the school to Si *:c her enthusiasm and support 
for the program— support derived from ,teing her child engaged in a 
homework assignment— and was told by her child in an appropriate 
context, "Mom, please restrain your impuhishy" (a concept used in the 
training program), the image of special education began shifting from 
school specific to adaptable to everyday life. Cognitive skills as measured 
by intelligence tests showed significant improvement over the course of a 
year. However, improvement on standardized achievement tests was not 
in line with predictions. It is noteworthy that during the intervention 
phase, two of the EMR children were decertified by interdisciplinary 
teams. But despite the pressing demand for the program by the 
teachers, and despite the measured progress by students, the program 
failed to receive support at the state level under which the project was 
initially funded. This decision not to support the program was made 
prior to review of the evaluation data. Does this mean factors that are 
most influential in shaping professional practices in the schools are 
powerfully linked to ideological convictions and are nw. ^ecessaiily based 
on merits of the debates regarding technical or scientific issues in 
education and psychology? 

Returning to the exemplary letter to Jane Doe, the response of the 
Director of Special Education Services to the Superintendent could be 
based on several of the key points raised in this discussion. 



Dear Superintendent Leader: 

First, although the number of children classified as EMR has 
declined significantly in contrast to those of other categories of 
handicapped children in this district, there is an overrepresentation 
of minority children due to the following factors. 

• A large number of minority children perform poorly in academic 
subjects, a factor that usually triggers the referral process. 
Evidently the performance of these children in regular education 
is a matter that should be given critical attention. 

• The IQ test still plays a key role in the placement decision in 
this district, despite a growing sensitivity to the impact of 
cultural experience on children's test performance. 

• Although judicial opinions are in conflict as to the nature of 
cultural bias in IQ tests, massive evidence indicates that IQ 
scores are highly related to family circumstances, educational 
experience, and a general cultural gap in the socioeconomic 
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status of the students. Given the low-income background of a 
large percentage of at-risk students in this district— particularly 
minority students— whether learning ability can be accurately 
inferred from the IQ scores is questionable. Consequently, 
district staff are currently evaluating other assessment procedures 
that minimize past learning experiences in the assessment 
process. They are *>c ^oking into more dynamic test designs. 

Second, the conceptual linkage between testing and instructional 
methods is clearly established historically, theoretically, and empiri- 
cally. In reality, however, the traditional emphasis on IQ usage is 
primarily on predicting future school success rather than on 
providing instructional guidance. The shift in focus to an approach 
in ^hich assessment is geared to inform instruction is gaining 
considerable attention and merits further examination, 
^^hird^the underlying assumptions: governing special educational 
practices suggest that the district's instructional methods should be 
effective. Empirical support for these assumptions is limited. The 
district findings on -the effectiveness of special education programs 
agree with the national data. The trend is toward increasing 
emphasis on innovative programs such as thinking-skills training 
programs and other instructional strategies that focus on the wide 
range of individual differences in the mildly retarded category. 

Our commitment to the effective education of every child 
generates the necessity for continuous experimentation with inno- 
vative and creative approaches to educating the mildly mentally 
handicapped child. To this end, we have instituted thinking-skills 
training programs and explored opportunities to use alternative 
assessment procedures, especially with poor and minority children. 
And, most importantly, the district must actively seek to eradicate 
any educational practice that implicitly or explicitly contributes to a 
lack of equity in instructional opportunities. The youngsters in 
America's schools deserve our concentrated attention to this end. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Jane Doe 

Director of Special Education Services 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. How might the use of intelligence tests negatively influence teachers' 
views of student performance? 
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2. Tracking, placement, and labeling might be outcomes of the ill use 
of standardized testing. What are some other outcomes of testing, 
arid uppn what principles should such tests be constructed? 

3. Some thinking skills programs have been implemented with at-risk 
populations; Although clear findings on student change are not 
available, what seems to be the overall response of teachers who have 
used the materials? 

4. What implications does the concept of cognitive modifiability have 
for the administrative structure and district policies followed in the 
area of special education? 
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7. TEACHING THINKING TO AT-RISK 
STUDENTS: GENERALIZATIONS AND 
SPECULATION 

by Daniel U. Levinc 



After providing a general definition that identifies at-risk students as 
those whose poor performance hinders subsequent success and frequently 
leads to withdrawal from the educational system, this chapter offers 
several generalizations regarding teaching thinking skills to these students. 
Matters of instruction, mediation, motivation, process change, program 
development, and comprehensive approaches are discussed. Following a 
series of speculations on topics such as bilingual education, learning-style 
instruction, structure change, and program support, the chapter concludes 
with an enumeration of the most prominent pitfalls and obstacles likely to 
impede the improvement of thinking instruction for at-risk learners. 



Since there is no accepted definition of at-risk students, one can 
define this term however one likes. In general, I will use it to refer to 
low-achieving students whose poor performance hinders subsequent 
success and frequently leads to withdrawal from the educational system. 

I originally expected that the task of reviewing and making sense of 
the already large and rapidly growing body of literature on teaching 
thinking in general and its implications for at-risk students in particular 
would prove to be somewhat overwhelming. Like you, I constantly come 
across many journal articles and numerous references to new books 
dealing with instruction to improve students' thinking. For a nonspccial- 
ist unable to stay fully up to date with every important aspect of this 
emerging field, obtaining an adequate grasp of the major developments 
and issues presents an imposing challenge. 

Happily, I found that this task was not quite as difficult as it seemed 
at first. Excellent books and papers that identify and discuss key 
developments in a comprehensible manner are now available; the 
newcomer need not venture out alone and unguided into impenetrable 
forests. Several of the most useful and important of these sources will be 
cited in the following pages. 

However, after being pleasantly surprised by the relative lucidity that 
now seems to characterize the literature on teaching thinking, I soon 
concluded that the task of actually devising and delivering effective 
instruction to improve the thinking and other high-order skills of at-risk 
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students is even more overwhelming and difficult than I thought 
previously, I will highlight my reasons for this conclusion throughout 
this chapter. The first section offers some generalizations regarding 
instruction for at-risk students and the actions that should bt taken to 
improve their performance with respect to higher-order skills. The 
second section presents and discnsses several issues that should be 
considered speculative at the present time. The final section itemizes 
some of the tendencies and pitfalls thai I believe are most worrisome as 
we work to improve thinking and other highci-order skills among low- 
achieving students. 



GENERALIZATIONS 

My first general conclusion is that instruction for at-risk students 
typically places little emphasis on the development of thinking and 
other higher-order skills. Instead, stress usually is put on small mechani- 
cal skills and on rote memory and regurgitation. Research support for 
this conclusion is substantial; for example, Porter and his colleagues 
(Porter et al. 1986) reviewed the research on the teaching of mathemat- 
ics and reported that low-performing students "spend far more time 
learning facts and computational skills," while high-performing students 
"spend more time understanding mathematical concepts and applica- 
tions" (p. 12). Of course, many observers (including Porter and his 
colleagues) also would say the modal instructional pattern for most 
students places little emphasis on development of thinking skills (e.g., 
Goodlad 1984); from this point of view, instruction for at-risk students 
may not be very different from that provided for average students. 

Second, improvement of at-risk students* performance with regard to 
thinking and other higher-order skills will require careful and continu- 
ous mediation by teachers and other adults. This generalization is both a 
guiding principle and a conclusion of Brainin's (1985) assessment of the 
literature on approaches to improving students' cognitive functioning. 
After noting that the student of "particular interest" in this analysis was 
the "lower functioning preadolescent or adolescent" (p. 124), Brainin 
reviewed Feuerstein's Instrumental Enrichment program and several 
other approaches for "mediating" the development of cognitive func- 
tioning among low achievers. Brainin concluded: 

Jhere is a substantial body of work emanating from curriculum developers, 
instructional, cognitive, and developmental psychologists, learning theorists, 
and scholars and practitioners in related disciplines which can inform a 
pedagogic model designed to enhance thinking abilities. Much of that work 
offers support to a set of essential conditions for effective mediation [that 
requires the mediator] to share with the learner an intentional and analytic , 
approach to the learning process itself; to develop an awareness of the 
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meaning of stimuli and their relevance in ever-larger contexts increasingly 
remote from direct experience; and to enable learners to experience and 
express cognitive growth in productive ways. (p. 139) 

The term mediated /earning, as used by Brainin and others, postu- 
lates and implies that the teacher must provide close and specific 
guidance during the early stages of learning. Mediated learning thus 
involves strong intervention so that students are given not merely 
appropriate tasks and materials but also personal assistance in learning to 
master them. As noted by Brainin (1985), approaches that assume lew- 
achieving students, "already discouraged by many years of past school 
failure, could become 'self-regulated learners' with only minimal 
intervention" (p. 143) are not adequate. 

Several other authors stress the importance of mediated learning as a 
general principle in improving the thinking of all groups of students, 
not just previously low achievers. For example, Jones (1986) argues for a 
general concept of the teacher as a mediator of "students' cognitive 
processing" who helps students "activate prior knowledge, represent 
information, select specific strategies, construct meaning, monitor un- 
derstanding, 2^stss the use of a strategy, organize and relate ideas, 
summarize, and extend learning" (p. 9). Similarly, Marzano and his 
colleagues (Marzano et al. 1988) have described and advocated for a 
mediator who "works actively to help the learner interpret the environ- 
ment [and also helps the learner in] focusing attention, [conceptualiz- 
ing] strategies as means to learning, linking new information to prior 
knowledge, and explaining how ideas are related" (p. 236). Putnam, 
Roehler, and Duffy (1987) have described teachers who help improve 
student comprehension as those who * Respond spontaneously to the 
restructuring of students" in the process of interacting with them, 
"provide differential explanations to different students," "give suitable 
assistance depending on the students' difficulties," and ensure that 
"students develop an understanding of how to use the skill in real text" 
(p. 3). We can logically conclude that if average students need these 
kinds of mediated assistance to become more competent thinkers, those 
who start as low achievers require even stronger and more consistent 
mediated intervention. Such an emphasis on mediation for low achievers 
has obvious implications in terms of class size, teaching load, and 
availability of materials for schools with many low achievers. 

Brown (1985) has cited convincing evidence to support the proposi- 
tion that students who are less prepared need even more help than do 
those who are better prepared. After concluding that educators should 
focus on teaching "intermediate level" thinking skills rather than a 
"large number of specific routines" or "some extremely general 
supervisory ones" (p. 331), Brown points out that "impulse-control" 
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approaches, which have been used successfully to help average students 
develop thinking skills, arc "insufficient for the problem learners who 
do not already know how to perform the task-specific elements" in 
splying problems. She also proceeds to describe and summarize metacog- 
nitivc and related approaches that she and her colleagues— particularly 
Palincsar— have developed and implemented successfully to help previ- 
ously low- achieving students internalize and master "comprehension- 
monitoring" and "comprehension-fostering" activities in the classroom 
(pp. 331-33). Similarly, Meichcnbaum (1985) has. described successful 
methods that he and his colleagues have developed to help "impulsive 
children" internalize self-mcnagement and thereby overcome deficits in 
cognitive functioning, in line with the theories of such cognitive 
scientists as Luria and Vygotsky. 

Third, the success of efforts to substantially improve the thinking 
skills of at-risk students will depend on other related changes such as 
improvements in students' motivation to learn, self discipline, and 
mastery of basic skills and knowledge in diverse curriculum areas. In 
short, success in this endeavor requires fundamental improvement in 
schools and classrooms as a whole, not just the introduction of another 
instructional package or approach to teach thinking. 

Although -scholars who have been developing or studying approaches 
to improve thinking use differing terminologies and perspectives when 
discussing f.hese considerations for at-risk students, their importance is 
recognized regularly in the literature. For example, regarding the central 
role of motivation and affective aspects of instruction to improve 
thinking, Baron (1985) emphasizes the importance of the learner's 
values and expectations in developing "fundamental components" of 
intelligence, while Bruner (1985) stresses the ccntrality of the emotional 
relationship between teacher and student. As these writers point out— 
and lis every thoughtful educator knows well— concern for motivation 
immediately raises many complicated, related issues involving self- 
concept, students 1 attributions of success and failure, the contributions 
of teacher, parental, and peer expectations and influences, and other 
significant matters. 

Closely related to questions of motivation are the self discipline and 
impulse control of at-risk students, also of major concern to many 
scholars in the movement to improve thinking skills. Indeed, Marzano 
and his colleagues (Marzano et al. 1988), Brown (1985), Scardamalia 
and Bereiter (1985), and many others consider self-regulation of thought 
processes and behavior patterns in the classroom to be a central 
component of competence in thinking and reasoning, particularly 
among low-achieving students who initially lack such capabilities. Thus, 
as indicated previously, the development of self-regulated thought 
processes and behaviors (often discussed as "control of impulsivity") has 
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become the explicit goal of many approaches to improving student*:' 
thinking. 

Regarding the importance of a soiid base of content knowledge and 
basic skills, Case (1985), Wcin<tcin and Mayer (1986), Nickcrson, 
Perkins, arid Smith (1985), and many others have stressed that students 
must acquire the "working memory" and relevant knowledge necessary 
to complete specific conceptual tasks. At the same time, Brown (1985), 
Jones (1986), Marzano and his colleagues (Marzano ct al. 1988), and 
other observers emphasize the importance of developing and engaging 
students' prior knowledge in helping them to improve their comprehen- 
sion of increasingly difficult subject material. As with motivation, 
impulse control, and self- regulation, development and application of 
prior knowledge arc central concerns in many of the approaches that 
have been or arc being developed to improve the thinking of low- 
achieving students. Several programs now provide instruction in heuris- 
tics or procedures that enhance students' information management. 

Fourth, the success of projects to teach thinking and other higher- 
order skills to low-achieving students depends on teachers* willingness 
and capacity to move beyond structured, passive learning and to 
progressively introduce more active learning experiences for students. On 
the one hand, most scholars who arc working to develop or assess 
thinking-skills projects agree that students must play a more active part 
in directing and regulating their own learning (e.g., Brown 1985; Good 
1987; Goodlad 1984; Sizcr 1984). On the other hand, low-achhving 
students frequently arc reluctant and /or unprepared to do this (Doyle 
1983), and, as emphasized above, they require much mediated assis- 
tance to become involved, active learners. In addition, teachers encoun- 
ter particularly difficult management problems when they attempt to 
move beyond structured, passive learning in classrooms with a high 
proportion of low achievers; as a result, teachers tend to fixate on highly 
structured methods that produce order and some progress in mastery of 
the basic skills. Sedlak and his colleagues (Sedlak et al. 1986) have 
described this tendency as a "social trap" in which success in classroom 
management can "delude" teachers into thinking they arc meeting 
their responsibilities" at the expense of the formal objective of 
maximizing academic learning" (p. 102). This situation is not helped 
much by the fact that many efforts to move rapidly toward active, 
independent learning in schools enrolling many disadvantaged students 
have produced little more than chaos in the classroom (Lcvinc and 
Havighurst 1988). 

Fortunately, some approaches to improving higher-order skills among 
low achievers may help teachers move beyond passive learning to the 
structured assistance and learning that help students become progressive- 
ly more active learners. For example, Brown (1985) has described and 




summarized several techniques that appear to help low achievers^ move 
gradually toward more active and proficient sclf-regu. ion in learning. 
However, I denbt whether teachers can use such techniques effectively 
unless strong ^tcps arc first taken to ensure that their classes arc 
manageable. In addition, substantial staff development and other forms 
of appropriate assistance or teacher support must be readily available to 
these instructors. 

These conclusions regarding the importance of manageability and 
assistance in helping teachers and students move beyond passive learning 
lead to my fifth generalization, which recognizes that projects to 
improve thinking among low-achieving students must take account of 
research on the change process and its implications for the design and 
im* 1 mentation of substantial innovations in education. Cooper and I 
recently prepared a paper on this topic (Lcvinc and Cooper in press); 
rather than review that paper in detail, I will quote from parts of the 
discussion and conclusions in the final section: 

• Because thinking-skills approaches require relatively large, complex, and 
difficult changes in the behaviors and attitudes of teachers and students, 
even more stress than usual should be placed on ensuring that 
innovations are manageable and implementable for teachers, and that 
prerequisites and antecedents (discussed earlier in this paper) of 
successful implementation are firmly in place. Concern for manageability 
and implementability should include attention to such considerations as 
planning time, class size, change overload, amount of paperwork, 
adaptability in participating classrooms, compatibility with demands 
already placed on teachers, and capacity of the innovation for inspiring 
enthusiasm and commitment among teachers and students. Regarding 
staff-development requirements in helping teachers learn to deliver 
higher-order instruction effectively, Kurth and Stromberg (1984) have 
reported that the staff development required is "Herculean." Similarly, 
research conducted by Putnam, Roehler, and Duffy (1R87) indicated that 
"the staff development effort must be quite elaborate when the goal is to 
develop cognitive understanding ... and independent decision making 11 
among teachers, rather than technical prescriptions (p. 24). 

• Related to manageability issues and to the importance of problem 
identification and resolution in implementing innovations successfully, 
educators implementing thinking-skills projects should identify in advance 
the obstacles likely to impede implementation and take definite steps to 
overcome them, Among the obstacles that generally impede efforts to 
center instruction on the development of thinking and other higher-order 
skills are: institutional realities of schools that stress classroom order and 
passive learning (Goodlad, 1984); students 1 preferences for lower-order 
skills (Doyle, 1985); compromises between students and faculty who 
trade obedience for undemanding instruction (Sedlak, Wheeler, Pullin, 
and Cusick, 1986); low-level learning scripts teachers utilize with low 
achievers (Payne, 1984; Shavelson, 1985); teacher preferences for easy- 
to-teach lessons (Levine and Havighurst, 1988); and state-government 
mandates to stress lower-order skills (McNeil, 1986; Rosenholtz, 1987). 
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• Special considerations and problems regarding approaches for improv- 
ing students' thinking skills suggest that, successful- implementation will 
require unusual, stress on revising organizational and institutional ar- 
rangements and structures. Preceding sections of this paper cited 
research (e.g^ .Crandali, Eiseman, and Louis, 1986; Corbett arid D'A- 
mico, 1986; Miles, 1987) pointing to the importance* of change in 
organizational procedures and arrangements in successful implementa- 
tion of significant innovations. This is 1 likely to be particularly true with 
respect to thinking-skills projects because they- generally will require 
considerable cooperation and coordination across teachers and class- 
rooms, and because there is much current uncertainty regarding the 
integration of subject-matter and process objectives, the sequencing of 
skills across grades and levels, allocation and" reallocation of time 
throughout the school day and school yeiar, and other issues which have 
implications for organizational structure and arrangements in schools. 
If the conclusions outlined above make it appear that initiation of thinking- 
sktlls projects is an .imposing challenge not to be undertaken lightly, we have 
succeeded in communicating our most important overall conclusion. Making 
sure that such projects are manageable for teachers and that fundamental 
realities and characteristics of elementary and secondary schools are ad- 
dressed and modified as part of a thinking-skills project is indeed an 
enormous burden. Similarly, the need to deal with basic problems in 
leadership, organizational culture, and related matters as part of a thinking- 
skills project also means that one should think many more times than twice 
before deciding to launch an effort to improve instruction aimed at improving 
thinking and other higher-order skills. 

You can see why my introductory comments referred to the task of 
improving the thinking skills of at-risk students as "overwhelming." 

Sixth, some research is beginning to support the conclusion that 
various approaches and projects for improving thinking skills have 
improved the performance of at-risk students. Several of these approach- 
es and projects are cited below. 

1. The Instrumental Enrichment approach developed by Feuerstein 
and his colleagues (Feuerstein et al. 1985) is particularly attractive 
.heoretically because it is specifically intended to provide mediated 
instruction to improve the cognitive functioning of previously low- 
achieving students across a wide range of ages. Scholars who have 
examined data on implementation and outcomes of Instrumental 
Enrichment generally have concluded that early results tend to be 
positive and encouraging (Brainin 1985; Sternberg 1986; Sternberg 
and Bhana 1986). 

2. Metacognitive approaches developed by Brown, Palincsar, and their 
colleagues (Brown 1985) have produced impressive performance 
gains by previously low-achieving students. These results are 
particularly encouraging because the techniques they employed 
specifically recognize the importance of developing more active 
learning behaviors and skills among low-achieving students. 




3. Techniques that Herber (1985). and others ;have developed to 
improve comprehension of material in content areas also have 
produced some encouraging data regarding gains among elemen- 
tary and secondary students in general and among at-risk students 
in particular. These techniques are particularly, promising because 
they can .be used by any teacher in any subject area. In addition, 
many techniques (e.g., advance organizers, webbing, and concept 
mapping) are available, from which teachers can select and adapt 
as appropriate for their particular classrooms (Harris and Cooper 
1985): 

4. The ChLago Mastery learning Reading Program (CMLRP) (Cam- 
pione and Armbruster 1985; Jones, Amiran, and Katims 1985) has 
been an important component in several successful efforts to help 
low-achieving students master and utilize specific learning strate- 
gies and improve their reading comprehension. Reports by Jones 
and Spady (1985), Levine and Stark (1982), Robb (1985), Thomp- 
son (1985), and Williams (1987) indicate that disadvantaged 
studencs can achieve large gains in reading when the CMLRP is 
implemented well as part of a larger effort to reform instruction in 
elementary or intermediate schools. 

5. The Productive Thinking Program (FTP), developed by Covington 
(1985) and his colleagues, has reported encouraging results in 
teaching problem-solving skills to low achievers (Poison and Jeffries 
1985). The FTP appears to be particularly attractive because it 
explicitly attempts to overcome students' fear of failure. 

6. The Higher Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) program, developed by 
Pogrow (1988) and his colleagues, has produced promising results 
among low-achieving students in grades four through six. Designed 
to increase students' conceptual ability through computerized 
instruction coordinated with the regular classroom, the HOTS 
program has helped students gain in both reading and mathemat- 
ics performance. 

However, I must also stress that our knowledge base for teaching 
thinking to at-risk students remains very limited, as is research on 
teaching higher-order mental processes in general. Developers and 
researchers are still addressing fundamental questions involving the types 
of skills that should be emphasized for differing students, effective 
techniques to sequence and teach these skills, transfer to new situations, 
assessment of results, and other issues (Chipman, Segal, and Glaser 
1985; Segal, Chipman, and Glaser 1985). 

Ro^arding the approaches cited above and others for teaching 
thinking to low-achieving students, data on implementation and results 
generally are still fragmentary, assessment instruments used in evalua- 
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tioh frequently have been rudimentary or questionable, and little is 
known concerning long-term effects, sustained implementation, and 
coordination between cognitive and affective components and goals. 
(OERI t where arc you?) In particular, we need much more research to 
identify prerequisites for successful implementation. Experimental meth- 
ods can help us determine whether one approach or another has 
meaningful effects in comparison with a control group* but they 
generally do not tell us much about how to implement thinking-skills 
projects successfully over a lengthy period of time on a widespread basis 
in typical schools and classrooms. 

My seventh ^-ncralization also is encouraging: approaches for improve 
ing the thinking skills of at-risk students can be combined to constitute 
a comprehensive effort to improve their education. Among .the ap- 
proaches cited above, for example* there does not seem to be any 
inherent obstacle to productive combinations. The Instrumental Enrich- 
ment program can be implemented, if one wishes, during a period of 
time allocated for this purpose at various grades. Metacognitive and 
other comprehension-development approaches, such as those used by 
Hcrber and his colleagues, can .be used to deliver regular instruction in 
content subjects in any grade. The Chicago Mastery Learning Reading 
Program can be used in place of some existing reading/language arts 
instruction in grades K through eight. And the Productive Thinking 
Program can be allocated a defined block of time in grade five or six.* By 
utilizing these* approaches across a common curriculum, we could 
address a range of thinking-skills objectives including basic cognitive 
functioning, self-regulation in thinking, acquisition of prior knowledge 
and schema, mastery of learning strategies, and problem solving. 

Personally, I have observed inner-city intermediate schools in which 
Chicago Mastery Learning Reading was an important part of the daily 
reading period, and a variety of metacognitive and comprehension- 
development techniques was being used by most teachers in English, 
history, science, and other subjects. I believe use of these techniques 
played an important part in helping to generate the large improvements 
in reading comprehension that were registered at some of these schools. 

Of course, I am not advocating that educators seize on and 
implement every approach available for improving thinking among at- 
risk students. We must be careful to avoid teacher or school overload 
and other obstacles to implementation cited above. Differing approaches 
should be selected and coordinated to address a compatible set of 
objectives; selection and implementation should, as always, be based on 
assessment of needs, review of applicable research, and ongoing collec- 
tion of formative and summative evaluation' data. In addition, in 
working with low achievers, it is particularly important to plan and 
deliver instruction aimed at coordinating and reinforcing the dcvelop- 
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ment of higher-order mental processes across subject areas. Nevertheless, 
it is encouraging to realize that we have an "arsenal" of promising and 
potentially compatible approaches for improving the thinking of low 
achievers. Pearson (1985 ) has referred to the recent development of some 
of these approaches as a virtual "revolution" in our pedagogical 
capabilities. 

SPECULATIONS 

I have labeled the topics considered in this section speculative because 
relevant generalizations and conclusions are not as well established, as are 
those in the preceding section. In some cases, we are only beginning to 
formulate useful questions regarding the teaching of higher-order skills 
to low-achieving students. The topics I will briefly discuss in this section 
are these: the relationship between basic skills and thinKng skills, 
bilingual education, learning styles, school structure, and instructional 
planning time/instructional support personnel. 

Basic Skills 

In using the term basic skills, I refer to relatively mechanical and fact- 
oriented skills such as decoding, spelling, and grammar in reading; 
computation in mathematics; chronology and location facts in history 
and geography; and terminology in science. Fact-oriented mastery 
appears to be the most frequently used working definition of basic skills, 
though some authors (e.g., Sizemore 1985) extend the term to include 
thinking and other higher-order skills. 

One should not reject out of hand the importance of basic skills 
instruction in working to improve the performance of low achievers. As 
pointed out by Good (1987), Rosenshine and Stevens (1986), and 
others, students must become fluent in some basic skills in order to 
acquire the knowledge foundation they need for higher-order processing 
and application of information. In addition, mastery of basic skills can 
help low achievers develop an improved self-concept as learners and 
enhance their motivation to succeed in school. On the other hand, some 
studies (e.g., Soled 1987) indicate that students are likely to learn and 
remember as much or more factual content when instruction focuses on 
higher-order mental processes as when it emphasizes low-level mechani- 
cal learning. 

In addition, it appears that overemphasis on basic skills is an 
unproductive substitute for instruction to develop low achievers' higher- 
order skills in many schools and classrooms. The Commission on 
Reading (Anderson et al. 1985) concluded that American students spend 
too much time completing workbooks and worksheets that concentrate 
on basic skills; the Commission recommended that these activities "be 
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pared to the minimum" (p. 119) that actually provides worthwhile 
practice in reading. As the Commission and others (e.g., Wick and 
Turnbaugh 1983; Davy and Macready 1986) have pointed out, compe- 
tence in understanding text does not consist of a large number of 
discrete subskills that one can master and combine mechanically through 
extensive practice in workbooks. This conclusion agrees with my own 
observations, and with those of nearly all the knowledgeable observers 
with whom I have discussed this topic in recent years. The most direct 
victims of overemphasis on basic skills frequently are low achievers, 
whose time is often diverted to still more worksheets while high 
achievers proceed to more meaningful and integrated learning experi- 
ences (Shavelson 1983). 

The reasons for overemphasizing basic skills are not at all mysterious. 
In addition to the fact that ill-advised accountability schemes drive 
instruction toward the most easily measured skills, many teachers prefer 
emphasizing basic skills that are relatively easy to teach and test. Many 
students not only prefer low-level basic skills instruction, but also openly 
resist anything different (Doyle 1983). And classroom order is easier to 
maintain when students are preoccupied with, or encouraged to give the 
appearance of being preoccupied with, worksheets. Overcoming unpro- 
ductive overemphasis on basic skills will require massive attention, 
resources, and action to deal with this set of interrelated phenomena in 
the schools. 

I characterize this topic as speculative primarily because no one, as far 
as I know, has provided clear and specific information and guidelines to 
determine how much basic skills instruction students must receive to 
develop the fluency they need for subsequent higher-order processing. 
At this point in time, we do not even seem to know what kinds of basic 
skills gains translate into later improvements in thinking and other 
higher-order skills, or under what conditions that is likely to occur. My 
own opinion is that helping low achievers master a carefully selected and 
numerically limited set of criterion-referenced skills frequently does 
translate into later gains in standardized tests of reading comprehension, 
mathematics concepts, and problem solving, provided that appropriate 
instruction is provided subsequently. My major bases for this conclusion 
are observations and data I collected in 1980-1981 at unusually effective 
inner-city elementary schools in Los Angeles. However, we must consider 
the larger questions raised by this discussion as fundamentally wide open 
for researchers in the future. 

Bilingual Education 

Don't get alarmed: I do not intend to review the enormous literature 
on bilingual education. Instead, I will briefly call attention to several 
intriguing indications that a central problem in teaching non-English- 
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proficient (NEP) and limited-English-proficient (LEP) students may be 
an overemphasis on mastery of basic skills and a concomitant neglect of 
comprehension, thinking, and other higher-order processes. Stated 
differently, typical implementations of bilingual approaches providing 
instruction in the students' native language and of immersion-oriented 
approaches providing instruction entirely or largely in English may be 
emphasizing low-level mechanical skills. 

Some evidence in support of this conclusion has been provided by 
Cazden (1985)* who analyzed data collected in the Significant Bilingual 
Instructional Features (SBIF) study and concluded (1) that Spanish-to- 
English transitional programs frequently place too much emphasis on 
decoding, as compared with comprehension, and (2) that instruction in 
both languages tends to repeat the same low-level mechanical skills. 

Regarding instruction in immersion-oriented approaches, it certainly 
is not difficult to believe that much of the instruction provided in 
English for NEP and LEP students may be neglecting higher-order skills. 
After all, how different would this be from instruction typically 
provided for low achievers in general? Lack of attention to higher-order 
skills was determined to be a pervasive problem in one study of an 
English-language reading class for Spanish-speaking third graders who 
had attained some proficiency, in English (Moll, Estrada, Diaz, and 
Lopes, reported by Simmons 1985). Simmons summarizes some of the 
conclusions from this study as follows: 

The second-language environments were organized to focus primarily on 
lower.level "mechanical" tasks such as decoding skills, phonics, and simple 
language development activities. Practically absent from the middle and high 
groups in English were the types of directing activities or mediating strategies 
that characterized these groups in the more advanced first-language class- 
room, (p. 530) 

Additional support for this interpretation has been provided in a 
recent analysis of bilingual education by Hakuta and Gould (1987). 
After reviewing research on instructional methods for NEP/LEP stu- 
dents, Hakuta and Gould concluded that children learning a second 
language need several years to acquire fluency sufficient to function at a 
"d-contextualized" level in the language. If so, students in transit from 
native-language classes to classes in English may not be adequately 
prepared to participate in instruction focused on higher mental process- 
ing, regardless of whether or not previous instruction in the native 
language overemphasized mechanical skills. 

Learning Styles 

As in the case of bilingual education, I will not attempt to provide a 
comprehensive review of research; instead, I will identify only a few 
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issues concerning the role of learning styles in teaching thinking to low 
achievers. Research supports the conclusion that students differ in modal, 
learning style (Prcsseisen 1986), and there is some support for the 
conclusion that instruction adapted to a student's learning style can 
improve his or her learning (Carbo, Dunn, and Dunn 1986). However, 
instruction based on learning-style differences generally has not raised 
achievement levels (Doyle and Rutherford 1984), and it presently is 
difficult to^advocatc any particular approach to improving higher-order 
skills through instruction adapted to learning styles. My reasons for 
reaching this judgment follow: 

• Few studies that assess the impact of learning-styles instruction 
have distinguished between acquisition of mechanical and higher- 
order skills, or have paid particular attention to higher-order skills. 
Similarly, studies of modal transformations from one expressive 
inode to another which have been conducted with low-achieving 
students have not been adequate. 

• Some learning-styles approaches postulate that initial instruction 
for many .students, including many low achievers, should concen- 
trate on concrete, small-step learning tasks and experiences. While 
it probably is true that many low achievers learn best initially from 
con **e, small-step instruction, approaches that explicitly or im- 
pli utilize this theory generally do not provide for systematic 
mo.^ment to more abstract, higher-level learning. This deficiency 
raises the possibility that some learning-styles approaches may be 
counterproductive in reinforcing rather than diminishing tenden- 
cies toward overemphasis on mechanical learning. 

• Some learning-styles approaches arc quite elaborate and conse- 
quently have a high PFMQ (Potential for Mischief Quotient) when 
implemented in the typical school or classroom (Doyle and 
Rutherford 1984). Among these are approaches that urge teachers 
to consider or respond to forty or fifty or a hundred or more 
differing aspects of learning preferences among students. Such 
approaches are sometimes a virtual recipe for disaster when placed 
in the hands of the many administrators and supervisors who seem 
to ignore the difficulties teachers face in delivering differentiated 
instruction effectively in the classroom. 

I hope that this brief discussion— based impressionistically on observa- 
tion in schools and on frequent exposure to articles and studies dealing 
with learning styles, but not on a complete review and assessment of 
available research— has not been overly unfair to learning-style advo- 
cates. I certainly would welcome more good research and reviews of 
research on the role of learning styles in improving thinking skills 
among low achievers. 
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In addition, I must report that in my own experience some schools 
ha,e made good use of learning-styles theory to improve the effective- 
ness of instruction for low-achieving students. For example, elementary 
and middle schools in Johnson City, New York, have implemented a 
mastery learning approach that requires teachers to present corrective 
instruction in a different mode than the initial lesson (Mamary and 
Rowe 1985). This simple policy, which is highly manageable by the 
teacher, appears to have played a pan in bringing about very large gains 
in student achievement. In general, educators who have been using 
learning-styles research successfully in Johnson City and other locations 
seem to have avoided elaborate efforts to adapt instruction comprehen- 
sively to each student's varied learning preferences. 

School Structure 

As indicated above, my review of research on implications of the 
change process for projects to improve students' thinking concluded that 
we will have to stress the revision of organizational arrangements and 
structures in elementary and secondary schools. Modification of organi- 
zational structures and arrangements is particularly critical in improving 
the performance of low-achieving students in inner-city secondary 
schools, which I define as schools enrolling a significant proportion of 
students from economically disadvantaged families. It is hard to see how 
we can substantially improve the thinking skills of low achievers in 
inner-city intermediate or senior high schools as long as we deliver 
instruction through traditional structures. Changing those structures and 
improving them as climates for learning seem to comprise a necessary 
first step (Levine and Eubanks 1988). 

An example of the kinds of organizational changes that are needed is 
the School-Within-a-School (SWAS) program established for low-achiev- 
ing ninth-graders in the Kansas City (Missouri) senior high schools. 
Designed for students with reading scores roughly between the fourth- 
grade and eighth-grade levels,* the SWAS program usually assigns 
eighty to one hundred students to receive academic instruction from 
four or five teachers, including teachers of English, mathematics, 
reading; social studies, and, in some cases, science. A teacher coordina- 
tor who serves at least half-time has also been appointed. Working 
within this structure, the teachers are provided with training and other 
forms of assistance to implement the following program goals and 
components: 

• Content area materials utilized are below students* frustration level 



*Ninrh-graders reading below the fourth -grade level require a different, even stronger 
intervention. 
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for independent work and slightly above their instructional level 
for classroom instruction. 

• Instructional methods emphasize comprehension-development 
techniques, such as those described by Herber (1985), and active 
learning approaches, such as Student Team Learning. 

• Personal attention is provided for students by a limited number of 
carefully selected teachers, and close contact is maintained, if 
possible, with parents. 

• Teachers have common planning periods and are given training 
intended to improve the coordination of instruction, particularly in 
order to reinforce curriculum and instruction across classes. 

The School-Within-a-School structure has given teachers some impor- 
tant advantages as they work to improve the comprehension of 
participating students. These advantages include the following: 

• The teachers selected are particularly willing and skilled in working 
with low achievers. 

• The program facilitates the provision of a variety of motivating and 
personal development activities for students. 

• Such a group of dedicated teachers can frequently survive the 
annual crises that predictably disrupt urban high schools. 

• Manageable arrangements allow emphasis on development of 
comprehension, thinking, and other higher-order skills. 

When implemented properly, the Kansas City SWAS program and 
other similar approaches can be very effective. Among ninth-grade units 
in Kansas City, for example, impressive gains have been registered in 
student attendance, performance on state-mandated basic skills tests, 
and, in some cases, achievement in reading comprehension. 

Although I have no hesitancy in concluding that fundamental 
changes are needed in the organizational structure of inner-city second- 
ary schools, the situation in schools with only a small proportion of low 
achievers is not as clear. It is possible that we can bring about substantial 
improvements in teaching thinking and other higher-order skills to at- 
risk students at these schools, even within largely traditional arrange- 
ments. In fact, providing adequate and appropriate additional assistance 
for low achievers through tutoring and other means may be more 
feasible in economically mixed intermediate and senior high schools 
than in inner-city schools in which the magnitude of this task visually 
overwhelms the traditional structure. On the other hand, there also is 
reason to believe that fundamental changes in structure can help 
promote achievement gains for all groups of students at any secondary 
school, regardless of its socioeconomic composition and current achieve- 
ment level (Levine and Sherk 1983; Sizer 1984). 
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Instructional Planning Time /Instructional Support Personnel 

The instructional approaches discussed above can result in large 
achievement gains among previously low achievers, particularly with 
regard to their performance on higher-order skills such as comprehension 
in reading and other subjects and problem solving in mathematics. 
Unfortunately, the ' downside" of this development is that teachers 
need considerable technical assistance and other forms of help if they are 
to use these improved instructional approaches effectively. Asisumma- 
rized by MacGinitic and MacGinitic (1986), the situation today is 
basically that "There is essentially nothing in instructional materials or 
in teacher training [of the past] that helps the teacher learn what to do 
when the child docs not understand" (p. 258). 

Bolstering teachers' capacity to deliver effective instruction to improve 
thinking and other higher-order skills of low achievers will require not 
only a great deal of staff development time but also substantial 
instructional planning time on a regular basis and assistance from 
support personnel who work with teachers in their own classrooms. 
Regarding instructional planning time, a good rule of thumb is one I 
advanced elsewhere in an essay on successful implementation of ma c ttry 
learning (Lcvinc 1985): observe and talk with teachers who arc imple- 
menting important changes in curriculum and instruction, prepare a 
liberal estimate of the amount of planning time you require, and then 
double your estimate. Regarding instructional support personnel, no 
research to date explicitly addresses the amount of resources required. I 
can only guess that adequate technical assistance aimed at improving 
thinking skills among low achievers initially will require one full-time 
equivalent specialist for every fifteen to twenty-five teachers, depending 
on the nature of the project, the experience of the teachers, and other 
considerations. 

i 

i 

WORRIES 

Rather than proceeding for endless pages to discuss all the plausible 
pitfails likely to be encountered in projects to improve thinking and 
other higher-order skills among low achievers, I will limit myself to 
listing, with little explanation, a few of the most prominent and 
worrisome tendencies — those for which we should be particularly 
vigilant. 

First, some thinking-skills approaches lend themselves to mechanical 
misimplementation and maladministration because they identify and 
categorize a large number of skills and subskills thought to comprise 
critical thinking, problem solving, metacognitive self-regulation, or 
other aspects of thinking. Placing such lists at the disposal of some state 



132 



legislators, school board members, or district administrators unfortunate- 
ly is likely to result in the same kind of by-thc-numbcrs substitute for 
effective teaching that we recently have seen with respect to mastery 
learning and direct instruction approaches in many locations. 

Related to this concern, I also worry about the dilemmas posed by 
manageability considerations on the one hand and tendencies to depend 
too much on prepackaged matcrials-on the other. Packaged materials to 
teach thinking can help make a project manageable for teachers, but the 
introduction of-.matcrials seems to lead many administrators to confuse 
beginnings with complete solutions. 

Third, there is a danger that educators will fixate on one approach or 
another and insist on blind adherence to it at a time when we arc only 
beginning to understand how various approaches should be organized, 
and sometimes combined, for effective implementation in the class- 
room. McNamara (1987) of the Philadelphia public schools has de- 
scribed and discussed how this tendency has hampered the development 
of Follow Through approaches, and has concluded that **wc should 
abandon trying to resolve educational problems by insisting on faithful 
adherence to far-reaching philosophical or over-arching theoretical posi- 
tions and spend more time trying to work middle range theories 1 ' (p. 
16).- Similar recommendations arc in order concerning the development 
of thinking-skills projects for at-risk students, particularly because we arc 
seldom able in educational research to determine with much confidence 
why a given approach has or has not worked; the extent to which it 
succeeded because" of extraneous, unrecognized considerations, or failed 
because of misimplcmcntation; or the precise prerequisites to successful 
implementation. 

Fourth, the depth of our advocacy for programs to improve higher- 
order learning among low achievers may lead us to neglect the profound 
obstacles we will encounter in moving to fundamentally improve 
instruction in the classroom. Sternberg (1986) recently emphasized this 
concern in summarizing his own experience with respect to a thinking- 
skills project at inner-city schools: 

...a successful marriage between cognitive theory and instructional practice j 
may be possible (only if] certain potential stumbling blocks are taken into 
account. It is better to take these things into account and to attempt to deal 
with them before the program is implemented than to wait until a later 
postmortem that seeks to discover just what went wrong in the implementation 
of a program, (p. 382) 

1 

Finally, I am very worried that preoccupation with the technical issues \ 
involved in teaching thinking to at-risk students will reinforce tendencies 
to neglect important issues involving the larger educational opportuni- 
ties available to them. Earlier in this chapter, I cited the conclusions of a 




few among the many scholars who have emphasized the importance of 
motivation in working to develop higher-order skills. For many at-risk 
students, sustained improvements in motivation ultimately. • will be 
dependent on the success of our efforts to "deghcttoizc" and dcconccn- 
tratc poverty in big city schools. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. If we arc to successfully teach thinking to at-risk students, what 
knowledge about the change process in educational institutions do we 
need to follow at the same time? 

2. How docs the goal of teaching higher-level thinking to at-risk 
students relate to arguments about bilingual education? What general 
research findings arc available in this area? 

3. Why docs the controversy over learning style approaches prevent 
educators from getting a clear picture of this concept and its relevance 
to teaching higher-order thinking skills to at-risk students? 

4. What arc the negative possibilities of teaching higher-level thinking 
to at-risk students, and how can they be countered? 
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8. STRATEGIES TO HELP TEACHERS 
EMPOWER AT-RISK STUDENTS 



by Jill A. Mirman, Robert J. Swartz, and John Barell 



At-risk students provide a lens through which we see an educational 
system that is. not working across the board. We can put this observation 
into context by taking an objective, historical pose that recognizes this is 
not just the way things are and always have to be. We are in a new phase 
of change and development during which we are setting lofty goals for 
ourselves— goals we have yet to reach. As we revamp America's education- 
al system, no area is more significant for teaching thinking than the 
preparation of teachers. 



, America's goal is to provide a quality education for all children, 
regardless of the disadvantage they bring with them to the classroom 
door — social, economic, academic, linguistic, behavioral, cognitive, and 
so on. "[Q]uality education is the central civil rights challenge facing us 
today. To realize the goal of equal opportunity generally, we must 
provide our students with equal intellectual opportunity in school" 
(Bennett 1988). 

In this chapter, we will discuss processes for improving education, 
beginning with specific classroom strategies that will^give at-risk students 
more control over their thinking and their lives. Thereafter, we will 
show how these same strategies can help teachers and administrators 
reorganize the school for more collaborative problem solving. However, 
we realize that a linear approach such as this inaccurately reflects the 
complex, interactive processes of change. 

A high school teacher known to one of the authors was recently 
challenging a group of disaffected, alienated, underachieving students to 
engage in more complex thinking processes. Suddenly, one student 
raised his hand to ask the teacher, "Why are you bothering with all of 
this?" The teacher, a little stunned, replied, "What do you mean?" 
The student replied, "Don't you know we are the kids who aren't 
supposed to learn?" 

Throughout this chapter we propose a partial remedy for the needs of 
these at-risk youths: a quality education undergirded by the teaching of 
thinking. We believe that by teaching at-risk children to think careftilly 
and independently through decisions and problems, we will help them 
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see that they have choices, that they have some control over their lives. 
If we teach disadvantaged students in an atmosphere of high expecta- 
tions and active engagement with and manipulation of knowledge, we 
will contribute to moving them from the realm of the victim to that of 
the advantaged. "[In American society] the advantaged individual is the 
one who can make rational decisions that minimize both risk and 
randomness. The advantaged person can maintain control amid uncer- 
tainty (Pellicano 1987, p. 48). 

We will outline instructional, curricular, and organizational strategies 
that focus on empowering at-risk students to take more control of their 
educational and personal lives. These strategies, broadly conceived as an 
infusion approach to emphasizing thinking in the classroom^ will 
include such specific challenges as sharing control of decision making, 
setting goals, collaborating in problem solving, improving metacognitive 
awareness, and finding ways of relating life experiences beyond the 
classroom to those within the classroom. 

Who Is At Risk? 

At risk and thinking have become rubber t;rms in our current usage. 
That is, people use them liberally and yet mean very different things. 
To make these terms meaningful for the preparation of teachers, we 
must define the group of children whom we are letting down in our 
educational system and what is actually meant by the teaching of 
thinking. 

In Chapter 7, Levine, citing the important work of Brainin, suggests 
that Instrumental Enrichment (Feuerstein 1980) is a program that 
provides a paradigm for teaching thinking to at-risk students. This 
program, however, is designed primarily for cognitively impaired stu- 
dents, and its instructional strategies are shaped with this audience in 
mind. We interpret the situation a little differently. Using the discus- 
sions of other authors as a foundation, we state clearly that at-risk 
students are not the same population as special needs and/or otherwise 
cognitively impaired students; rather, they are youngsters who have 
more problems with esteem and motivation. We want to emphasize that 
the problems faced by at-risk students do not stem from cognitive 
disorders, even though the students we are concerned about typically do 
not engage the thinking capacities they have with the content we try to 
teach them in school. Later in this chapter we lay out a curricular and 
reorganizational approach to teaching thinking that we believe is more 
effective in its holistic and demanding nature -because at-risk students 
may be characterized differently than the paradigms found in programs 
such as Instrumental Enrichment. 

Levin (1987) and other researchers have asserted that school may not 
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be working for as much as 70 percent of our students. This presents a 
picture of a general problem of schooling. The most commonly 
discussed aspect of this problem can been seen in urban areas where 
large numbers of children are not completing high school, where 
dropping out is the standard operating procedure: A population shift in 
many urban, school districts has caused minorities to become the 
majority. This demographic phenomenon requires a reshaping of schools 
to include courses, structures, and supports that accommodate the very 
special needs of urban minority youngsters. Among the changes called 
for are a climate of valuing differences, strategies-to involve parents. who 
may not speak English as a first language or who do not relate to the 
dominant school culture, an increase in minority teachers and in 
language courses of all kinds, and the creation of alternative educational 
environments (alternative schools, mihischools, and schools-within- 
schools). The latter approach has been tried and proved viable in many 
large urban areas, such as New York City. 

It is not just youngsters in urban areas who are at risk. The needs of 
families and children in rural areas have changed dramatically, too,, and 
these changes are having a profound effect on American schooling. In 
one rural area there is a third-grade teacher who has 33 children in his 
class. As if this ratio alone weren't overwhelming, 15 of his students 
have parents who are going through or who have in the last year gone 
through a divorce. That is nearly 50 percent. This teacher says that at a 
time when his students need that magical combination of nurturing and 
academic attention — to form the bridge between early elementary grades 
and middle elementary maturity— he is simply trying to make sure that, 
at the end of the day, he releases the right child to the right parent and 
does not get accused of fouling up a custody agreement. This veteran 
teacher is energetic and enthusiastic; he has sought out information on 
teaching thinking. But, in order for him to be the effective teacher he 
can be, he needs a much different support system from his school and 
his community than he gets now. 

The at-risk student population does not merely include the constitu- 
ency of dropouts in our nation's schools. Students whom we think of as 
underachieves comprise an often overlooked group of at-risk youngsters. 
These students only fail parts of school, may be absent frequently, or do 
not really engage in their school's academic or extracurricular offerings. 
They know enough about the school "game" to conform quietly— and, 
thus, they slip unnoticed through the cracks. 

Powell and his associates (Powell, Farrar, and Cohen 1985) refer to 
these underachieves as "the unspecial," and it is clear from their 
descriptions that the line between them and the students who drop out 
is quite 1 thin. These unspecial students do not come only from 
disadvantaged families or from families who do not try to motivate their 
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children. We know of a mid-Ievei manager who works for one of the 
largest family restaurants and ice cream distributors in New England. Of 
his three, sons, two have followed his and his wife's path of traditional 
success in school and have gone, or are going, to college. Their middle 
son, however, has never seemed to enjoy school. His parents know he is 
of normal intelligence, but he complains that what he learns in school 
seems to have no relevance for him. He never seems to have an 
opportunity to explore or write about what interests him,, which, in this 
case, means cars of all sorts and ages. He is not a behavior problem in 
school arid has slipped quietly along to his senior year with an occasional 
"D M and very few 4< A"s and 4< B"s. On his report cards teachers say 
that he is not working up to his potential, but no one at the school has 
proposed any solution to this problem. His father is very active in the 
local school system and, ironically, has been a leader in forming 
partnerships between the schools and area businesses to help prevent 
high school students from dropping out. Yet he does not know what to 
do to motivate his own son and does not understand what the school 
does for "kids in the middle." At-risk students include those who find 
little meaning in schooling; when they are also poverty stricken, they are 
even more endangered. 



AN EFFECTIVE APPROACH TO TEACHING THINKING 
TO AT-RISK STUDENTS 

We believe curricular infusion is the most effective approach for 
teaching thinking to at-risk students. By this we mean integrating the 
teaching of thinking into standard subject-area instruction. This restruc- 
turing of the way traditional content is taught links thinking processes 
with subject-matter content. Such a link makes sense in our current 
schooling because the subject areas need thinking to make them more 
meaningful, and thinking needs content to provide something to think 
about. Furthermore, as teachers are preparing themselves to teach 
content, they can become skilled in relating their subjects to particular 
ways of thinking. 

A major aim of the curricular infusion approach is to make the 
content knowledge taught in school more meaningful and relevant to 
students. As Wehlage and Rutter (1986) point out, although the 
pervasive characteristic of at-risk youngsters is failure, their underlying 
problems are really alienation and boredom. These students feel little 
connection between school and their own reality. When asked to reflect 
on the comparison between schooling and life beyond school walls, they 

make comments such as this: "You think outside of school here you 

learn and memorize stuff!' ' It is not only a cognitive mismatch but also 




a personal one that highlights the discrepancy between life and 
schooling. As Eisner (1988) notes, "Whatever [students] are as people 
gets dropped by the door as they come in and picked up again as they 
leave/ ' 

This discrepancy leads us to conclude that infused instructional 
strategies such as setting goals, posing and resolving problems collabora- 
tively, and involving students in sharing control of decision making will 
be (and have been observed to be) effective not only for average 
students but for at-risk students as well. This approach aims to addrrss 
such special characteristics of at-risk students as— 

• feeling that what is taught in school has little relevance to their 
lives; 

• experiencing detachment from school; 

• lacking motivation; 

• having low self-esteem; and 

• encountering problems in making cognitive connections across 
subjects and between school learning and real life. 

Further, we suggest that the active role students take in thinking 
deeply about what is being taught and in applying thinking strategies to 
topics outside school helps them transfer what they have learned to 
other relevant contexts. Newmann's (1987) recent research supports this 
point. Teaching metacognition is another key operation of this suggest- 
ed approach. Teaching students to think about their own thinking helps 
them reflect on many aspects of their lives and enables them to transfer 
this skill to a variety of other situations. 

When students have opportunities to manipulate information and 
create ideas in a climate that encourages the generation of knowledge— 
not just the consumption of knowledge— their motivation increases 
(Brophy and Good 1984). Thus, the classroom climate that sends a 
message of high expectations can also increase self-esteem. 

At this point we will offer an example of the infused strategies we 
deem especially appropriate for at-risk students: infbsing specific think- 
ing skills, sharing control, setting goals, solving problems collaborative- 
ly, increasing metacognitive awareness, and strengthening the links 
between experiences in and out of school. 

An Example of Infusion 

This sample of infusion will help illustrate some of these points. 
Teaching for Critical Thinking 

Teachers who have worked to infuse critical thinking in their own teaching 
learn that it is neither esoteric, nor technically difficult. It ter.ds to bring out their 
best abilities, as well as those of their students. Kevin O'Reilly, for example, is 
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a high school American history teacher from the Hamilton-Wenham school 
system. To teach about the reliability of sources of information in history, he 
stages a scuffle in the corridors outside his classroom and then asks student 
witnesses to tell what happened. He compares the accounts his students give 
to the variety of accounts that were given about the Battle of Lexington in 
1775, which started the Revolutionary War. As these students attempt to 
determine which of the eyewitnesses gave the most accurate account and 
reflect on why one historical account is better or worse than another, they are 
armed with critical skills that they draw on again and again in O'Reilly's 
classroom. These skills relate to the reliability and accuracy of eyewitnesses, of 
observation, and of sources of information in general— skills of great impor- 
tance in our lives outside of the classroom. In the immediate context of their 
study of the Revolutionary War, O'Reilly's students use these skills to make 
informed critical judgments about the accuracy of various textbook accounts 
of the Lexington incident that students who are simply directed to read to "get 
the facts" cannot make. (Swartz 1986, p. 43) 

We should note the deliberate attempt in this lesson to assimilate a 
nonacademic experience (the simulated scuffle in the hall) with a similar 
phenomenon in history. The teacher draws the connection to give 
personalized "meaningfulness" to the study of the historical material 
(Mayer 1975). Furthermore, practicing eyewitness reporting "in person" 
helps students ^scss the reports presented about the battle and enhances 
their motivation to engage with information about it. Finally, the 
holistic problem approach to examining the battle helps give students a 
framework within which discrete facts become more meaningful and are 
easier to retain. 

This approach has been used successfully across various subjects and 
with grades K-12. It requires real change from the ways in which most 
teachers currently teach. These changes and how teachers need to be 
supported in making them will be discussed later in this chapter. 



One of the most fundamental reasons that students are labeled at risk 
results from ,the nature of schooling: most students have very little 
control over their own educational processes throughout elementary, 
middle, ?.nd high school and college. They have few opportunities to 
make decisions that will directly affect their fate within the educational 
environment (Sarason 1971; Fullan 1982). 

Finding opportunities for students to share in the control of the 
environment and/or the curricular options is one strategy that works 
with all students because everybody wants to have a stake in what they 
are doing. Some pi. rtical ways of providing these opportunities include 
the following: 

1. Involve students in making class rules from the first day of school. 
Kohlberg's (Kohlberg et al. 1974) notion of a "just community" — 
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is in which students would have a role in determining rules that 

affect them, such as discipline policies, and would consider those 
policies to be fair— may be particularly important for at-risk 
students because they often feel that they arc treated unjustly. 

2. Afford students the opportunity to make decisions about instruc- 
tional strategics, resources, and evaluative measures, as well as 
objectives. This docs not mean, as some fear, turning the class over 
to students. It docs mean being attentive to how students learn 
and think. Teachers in elementary and secondary school classrooms 
have translated this sharing of control into such tried and true 
instructional strategics as the use of contract learning and individ- 
ualized instructional processes. They can also translate sharing into 
such simple tactics as asking students about their preferences (at 
times— not always!): "How can we best learn this? Which areas of 
the novel would you like to focus on?" Kohl (1966) describes the 
use of many such inclusion strategics with sixth graders in Harlem, 
for whom the standard curriculum was initially meaningless. 

. K At-risk students in the classrooms of one of the authors were better 

able to exercise such control when compared with those students who 
were used to high achievement as the result of playing the academic 
game: "Tell me what to memorize. I will master those facts and repeat 
them on a test when you tell me to." Some or the at-risk students, not 
good at this game playing, were better able to set goals for their own 

I work because they were exercising some control— control heretofore kept 
entirely by the teacher. 

Such opportunities for shared control might be more easily exercised 
within an alternative school setting, in which teachers and students 
spend more time in collaborative planning of the instructional program. 
However, they have also been used in traditional settings in which at- 
risk students, as well as higher achievers, want to be treated as 
significant persons who have a right to make certain decisions. 

Goal Setting 

One of the authors has experimented fairly extensively with an 
organized approach to sharing some control: providing students with 
opportunities to set reasonable, attainable goals for themselves within 
elementary and secondary school classrooms. What this involves is asking 
students about goals they set for themselves outside school, eliciting 
examples of the kinds of strategies they used to achieve these goals, and 
then asking students to identify worthwhile goals for achievement within 
a specific subject area. We have seen bored and otherwise alienated 
students say, "I just want to pass this course or the mid-term." This is 
reasonable. 
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What many students, not just at-risk learners, have difficulty with is 
designing viable strategics. Usually they say, 'Til just study more." Few 
students have a well-developed awareness of the wide variety of 
strategies available to them to achieve any goal. Therefore, they need 
coaching in the planning of strategies to achieve a goal (Prcsslcy ct al. 
1987). This technique requires teachers to carefully monitor progress and 
evaluate final results so that students sec the relationship between their 
efforts, interest, and commitment and the final outcome. This connec- 
tion is so vital because too many children and youths attribute their 
successes and/or failures to luck, chance, or mere characteristics of the 
task. Indeed, Coleman (1966) found that at-risk urban students felt a 
lack of what he called "fate control": the belief that what you do now 
could affect your future. 

One as-yct-un tried variation on this goal-setting theme is to help 
youngsters determine significant goals for their lives beyond school and 
design effective strategics for their attainment. This might be an 
excellent way/ for them to begin to see how school can be a meaningful 
resource in the achievement of life goals (Marzano 1988). When these 
activities axe done by everyone in the class in a collaborative fashion, 
they provide excellent opportunities for students to engage in the kinds 
of peer interaction that many researchers (Johnson and Johnson 1984) 
maintain will result in cognitive development. 

Collaborative Problem Solving 

The extent to which at-risk students are afforded opportunities to 
engage in collaborative problem solving may determine whether or not 
they become less disaffected with school. Goal setting provides one s.ich 
opportunity. Others are afforded by the teacher who can use such 
strategics as Whimbey and Lochhead's (1982) "paired problem solving" 
strategy, which fosters thinking aloud because it improves the quality of 
students' thinking. Elementary school teachers have used collaborative 
problem solving extensively with students at all grade levels and in all 
subjects (including physical education and special education); such 
experiences empower students to generate their own problem-solving 
rules. For example, students can figure out hov/ a character in a novel 
can deal with a dilemma; they can assume the role of Thomas Jefferson 
and analyze whether or not to purchase the Louisiana Territory; they can 
generate hypotheses to determine why a particular scientific experiment 
did not work; and they can plan, monitor, and evaluate strategies to 
solve complex mathematical problems. They can do all of these things 
collaboratively and then, most significantly, reflect upon their own 
thinking by posing such questions as these: 

• What was the problem? 
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• How did we solve it? (focus upon intellectual processes and emotion- 
al supports and/or blocks) 

• Did we solve it well? (focus upon criteria) 

• What would we do differently and why? (Barell, Liebmann, and Sigel 
1988) 



Responding to such questions ultimately empowers students to take 
more control of their own learning (Costa 1984). 

A variation on the above strategy is to encourage students to 
recognize how they go about identifying and solving problems in their 
lives beyond school walls. Many of the disaffected and alienated students 
sitting in our classrooms have myriads of ways of solving problems. 
True, some of them are what Resnick (1987) has called "buggy 
algorithms. " But some of these strategies probably would be effective in 
helping these same students become more successful in our classrooms. 

Collaboration in problem solving is natural and productive in the 
world of business (Waterman and Peters 1982). Observation tells us that 
people collaborate to solve many problems outside the classroom, 
whether they are doctors diagnosing a patient with an acute illness or 
builders and architects trying to figure out how to match a plan to the 
realities of the building in front of them. Collaboration may be very 
productive because of how our minds function — not as autocratic, 
liiiear, decision-making mechanisms, but more as interactive networks of 
100 billion cells listening to and responding to each other (Maxwell 
1987). 

Metacognitive Awareness 

The questions we, as thinker* , can pose before, during, and after our 
engagement with problem solving are designed to affect our control over 
our own thinking. This approximates a definition of metacognition as 
awareness and control of one's own thinking processes (Presseisen 1985). 
Why such a aategy would be effective with at-risk students should by 
now be obvious: by definition, they have little sense of competence 
within school; they are detached and unmotivated, and see little 
connection between their "real" lives and what goes on in school. 
Empowering all students with ways of planni?:g their approach to a 
problem ("What is my problem? How will I solve it? M ), monitoring 
their progress ("How well am I doing?"), and evaluating their success 
("Have I finished? How well have I done?") should, ultimately, affect 
the conduct of their lives both in and out of school. 

These questions can be actualized through a variety of instructional 
practices: 
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2. Writing in thinking journals (Barell, Liebmann, and Sigel 1988) 
3- Engaging in group problem solving and reflecting on progress and 
results 

t. Analyzing goal -setting progress weekly 
5. Modeling by teachers and other students. 

At-risk students can exercise control over their own thinking and these 
strategies should help eliminate some of the disaffection they apparently 
feel toward school. The aim of these strategies, for at-risk as well as for 
all other students, is to empower them to become more self-directed. 

Alternative Educational Experiences 

Alternative educational experiences are probably more feasible within 
a structure such as a minischooi or school-within-a-school arrangement. 
These structures often are established so teachers and students can 
collaboratively plan experiences that arc more meaningful to at-risk 
students. Such planning results in greater control of the content of 
learning and its acquisition. Students can engage in work-related 
experiences, such as internships in business and industry, during which 
they learn about various careers. They can establish businesses of their 
own, such as food co-ops or retail merchandising operations. And they 
can design opportunities to learn about the environment through 
outdoor education experiences— e.g., camping and horticulture. 

All of these alternatives provide at-risk students with opportunities to 
learn about the world outside school. Such experiences remind us of 
Kilpatrick's once famous "Project Method" of learning. One of the 
similarities is that they give students a chance to integrate the learning 
of the fundamental or precedent skills of reading, writing, and 
computing, while engaging in complex and significant educational 
experiences. But these infusion strategics also afford at-risk students 
excellent opportunities to take greater control of both their educational 
and their personal lives. Beyond the goals of Kilpatrick's curriculum, we 
realize that if students work through these independent activities and 
are also challenged to reflect upon their own performance metacogni- 
tively, they may begin to design effective educational activities of their 
own. 



Providing a quality education that may constitute the best shot at-risk 
children have at a decent life after school requires more than the 
changes in classroom instructional processes outlined above. A classroom 
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that fosters sclf-dircction and improved awareness of the nature of 
critical thinking and problem solving will not survive very well unless it 
is in a thinking school. Furthermore, the alienation that students (and 
teachers) experience emanates from the whole school and its climate and 
policies. Teachers know, as do researchers, that the whole school 
organization must undergo alteration (Powell, Farrar, and Cohen 1935). 

Decades of research on the nature of schooling have shown that 
although teachers and students envision their respective participation in 
school with delight and enthusiasm, once they arc there, schools become 
downright enervating places (Sarason 1971). Both teachers and students 
complain of overwhelming feelings of powcrlcssncss over their own 
thoughts and goals and of lack of control over their work. Both groups 
characterize schools as too impersonal, as places where students often 
feci invisible instead of cared about. Conformity is the standard of 
performance, and the atmosphere lacks trust. There is a pervasive feeling 
that pieces arc being torn off of one's IALAC card. An IALAC card is 
that imaginary placard we all wear that says, "I Am Lovable And 
Capable*" (Simon J973). 

If we arc to change the nature of schooling, we must examine and 
alter the very structure of our schools so that good thinking is an integral 
part of their fabric. We suggest that schools should be communities of 
growth and learning that enable students and faculty to reach their 
potential. This type of community requires a sense of collective 
responsibility (Licberman 1987). Each person is responsible for his/her 
own learning, for that of others, and for the development and 
maintenance of an environment that enhances learning. 

The fuel that drives such a community of shared decision making is 
careful, high-level* and collaborative thinking. Giving everyone in the 
school responsibility must be coupled with giving them training and 
support in thinking^ skills. For the school to function as a nurturing 
community based on collective responsibility, everyone must practice * 
and model good thinking. Only through this kind of expectation can we 
ensure that the school operates primarily on a basis of reason and 
empathy. 

Teachers as Leaders of School Reorganization 

Who will take the lead in making these changes happen in schools? 
The goal of providing a quality education for all children in a healthy 
environment has spawned the current movement to restructure schools. 
Two major tenets of this restructuring arc a focus on the needs of the 
whole child (Harvey and Crandall 1988) and a reformation of the roles 
and responsibilities of teachers (Carnegie Forum on Education 1986; 
Holmes Group 1986). Both are meant to empower students and 
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teachers — to give them power and control over their own lives through 
knowledge. The teaching of thinking as an explicit goal of education for 
every student is a major corollary of both these tenets. 

One of the greatest challenges for teachers, as their roles arc now 
redefined, is to be responsible simultaneously for classroom instruction 
and for shared leadership of the whole school. The editors of the 
Harvard Educational Review have recognized teachers as the most pivotal 
players in the, educational enterprise (Anderson, Okazawa-Rcy, and 
Travcr 1986). The Carnegie and Holmes reports noted above arc 
credited with fomenting discussions about teachers as change agents, 
central to influencing school workings in order to make them better 
places.for students and faculty. The teacher as a thinker and as a model 
of thinking is a major player in the restructuring process. 

The newly defined roles of teachers have three leadership aspects: 
leadership in restructuring the classroom, in realigning the curriculum, 
and in restructuring the whole school organizadon. Collectively, teachers 
arc in a powerful position to have a perspective on the entire school 
workings; thus, they arc able to be champions in producing knowledge 
as well as in producing a climate conducive to using that knowledge, 
Having both knowledge itself and a climac in which that knowledge is 
used and valued is necessary to empower teachers and students. 

An environment ,that fosters thinking is characterized by certain 
significant pedagogical elements. These include setting up high expecta- 
tions, modeling, questioning, wait time, nonjudgmcntal responding, 
generating peer interaction, a spirit of cooperation, transfer, and 
mctacognitivc awareness. Some of these elements, such as nonjudgmcn- 
tal responding, constitute a dramatic change in traditional instruction. 
Teacher educators must provide examples and models of these pedagogi- 
cal strategics so teachers begin to feel comfortable in using them. 

Bacon's adage that "Knowledge is power" may be true for an 
individual who is knowledgeable and feels privately powerful, but here 
we arc discussing creating a school environment that attends simulta- 
neously to private or personal power and to organizational empower- 
ment. Pedagogical knowledge alone will not prepare teachers for their 
new roles as leaders of school change. They must have knowledge of the 
school organization and how it works in order to ensure the existence of 
a healthy school environment in which adults and children can learn. 

Dimont (1971) provides an example that will dramatize this lesson 
that only the freedom to exercise knowledge, in combination with 
knowledge itself, is true power. He theorizes that many Jews prize 
education because they have been an oppressed people for a long time, 
able to enjoy few freedoms. They spent a great deal of time in pursuit 
of knowledge through reading and debate. But while these scholars 
acquired a great deal of knowledge, they had to hide themselves away to 



obtain it. Some Jewish. scholars would probably not consider themselves 
powerful because, although brilliant, they did not enjoy the freedom to 
exercise their knowledge. Having knowledge in an environment that 
docs not value that knowledge is like being rich in a currency one 
cannot spend. 



EMPOWERING TEACHERS AS LEADERS 

The school organization must be structured to encourage teachers to 
use their knowledge to work toward positive change in the school. An 
environment that fosters collaborative teacher, supervisor, and adminis- 
trator planning for instructional and organizational improvement is 
essential. This mutual planning process will affect how we teach for 
thinking in the classroom, as well as the nature of the organization of 
the school. 

Teaching critical reasoning in the classroom alone is not sufficient; 
this process will be facilitated by providing teachers with opportunities 
to pose and resolve problems that will result in certain changes in the 
structure of tnc entire school. Teachers' entree into leadership roles is 
their expertise in the pedagogical, or teaching and learning, domain. 
Teachers will participate with administrator in long-range, thrcc-to-fivc- 
ycar staff development processes that focus on identifying and resolving 
instructional and curricular problems. These problems could naturally 
focus on at-risk students as well as on the average or the gifted. In these 
processes we will sec how teachers become engaged in collaboration, goal 
setting, and reflection on their own thinking. Here is where the 
interactive, dynamic aspects of our proposed process become most 
evident. 

With a facilitativc leader, teachers can be leaders, not only in 
instructional change but also in planning for organizational change by 
knowing how to stratcgizc, set goals, evaluate progress, and redesign 
programs and policies based on evaluation results (Licbcrman 1987). 

Gidconsc (1983) supports the importance of establishing a school- 
wide expectation of involvement in decision making and problem 
solving. Systematic and reflective inquiry ought to become the underly- 
ing professional frame of mind that guides teachers, administrators, 
teacher educators, and policy officials in the daily conduct of their 
responsibilities, he maintains. If administrators and teachers engage in 
systematic inquiry as they go about their planning and goal setting, 
their reflection will have a most powerful impact on teachers' ability to 
do the following: 

1. Become more aware of their own thinking processes. 

2. Be able to model these processes for their students using strategies 




suggested above. Practice problem solving will, it is hoped, enable 
teachers to manifest more flexible thinking with at-risk students- 
encouraging them similarly to seek alternative solutions. 
3. Have a definitive impact on the quality of communications in the 
school, the way in which instructional problems are posed and 
resolved, the realignment of the curriculum, and the design and 
implementation of long-range professional development plans. 

That we believe teachers must play a pivotal role in school reform is 
not to say that teachers should constantly be distracted from what they 
love most— teaching. And, certainly, most teachers 5>re clear that they do 
not want to be responsible for the daily management of the school. 
However, for teachers to make well-informed, responsible decisions 
about teaching and learning, they need to understand the impact their 
actions have on the whole school. Furthermore, teachers should have a 
voice in decisions about the leadership structure of the school, the roles 
and responsibilities of the faculty, the physical plant, the school's 
relationship to the community and to parents, and the school's various 
policies that affect students. These voiced decisions may result from 
long-range planning that focuses on instructional improvement. As 
teachers collaborate with each other and with administrators, they are 
exercising and reflecting on the patterns of control to be modeled with 
their at-risk students. 

We are not suggesting that teachers become experts in everything and 
take over the responsibilities , of the principalship. We cannot rebuild 
many schools from the ground up. In some schools, change will require 
a unified peer effort by administrators and faculty; in others, change 
will be initiated by the teachers or it will not happen at all. Lieberman 
(1987) wonders if "it is possible to conceive of principals and teachers 
moving away from the parent /child relationship to a far more collabora- 
tive, shared view, where principals and teachers can all be leaders in the 
school." 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, we have argued that our educational system suffers 
from systematic problems involving the very structure of our schools; 
they are evidenced by the dissatisfaction and nonproductivity of many 
students and teachers. These students and teachers share similar feelings 
that school does not meet their needs and that the school environment 
is one in which they feel powerless to perform at their best. This is all 
the more true for at-risk youngsters. The problem has manifested itself 
in large numbers of students dropping out of school or working well 
beneath their potential. This phenomenon has had a domino effect on 
teachers' sense of efficacy and pride. 




In order to address this major restructuring for students and teachers, 
we propose a strategy for turning schools around that is undergirded by 
the advocacy of teaching and practicing thinking. In our vision, the 
whole school organization, including each individual classroom, could 
become a place of active engagement if each participant could control 
the decision making, problem posing and resolution, goal setting, and 
metacognitive awareness of their own thinking. Teachers would dramati- 
cally change their instruction to integrate thinking into the regular 
subject-matter lessons and would assume new roles as leaders of school 
change, They could model sound thinking practices. 



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. What is the concept of content infusion in teaching thinking, and 
how does such an approach seem to address the school learning 
problems of at-risk students? 

2. What relationship seems to exist between a teacher's perception of 
self-efficacy and the achievement of his/her students? 

3. How do shared leadership and collaborative effort influence the new 
empowered view of teaching? How does this view relate to making at- 
risk students more independent learners? 
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OPERATION RESCUE 



Each year more than one million children and young adults drop out 
of schools or are chronically truant. The consequences of dropping out, 
for both our nation and the individuals involved, are staggering. 
Dropouts are more likely to be unemployed than their graduate 
counterparts. When they are employed, dropouts earn approximately 
one-third less. Dropouts are more likely to be the parents of the next 
generation's underclass, ana they tend to be overrepresented in our 
nation's prisons. The impact of dropping out on the lives of these 
children and on the future of our nation requires immediate, direct, and 
focused action. 

Operation Rescue was created as a vehicle for initiating this action. In 
1985, 1.7 million education professionals who are members of the 
National Education Association voted to contribute their own money to 
the National Foundation for the Improvement of Education (NFIE) to 
launch a national assault on the dropout crisis. For the first two years, 
$700,000 was designated for dropout prevention grants and for years to 
come, $1 million was earmarked to begin NFIE's endowment to make 
educational excellence grants available to teachers. 

Operation Rescue is a multifaceted program. It centers on a strategy 
aimed at direct action and practical solutions. It includes grant giving, 
information exchanges, publications, and dissemination of results. 

By continuing to build on the momentum that Operation Re* cue has 
established, NFIE will further advance the empowerment of teachers, 
the restructuring of schools to improve education for all students, and 
the opportunity for each student to realize his or her full potential. This 
will enable students to have the knowledge, skills, and confidence to 
meet the challenges that they will face, and those that society will face 
in the future. 

For further information contact: 

THE NATIONAL FOUNDATION 
FOR THE IMPROVEMENT OF EDUCATION 
1201 16th Street, NW, Washington DC 20036 (202) 822-7840 
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